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Abstract  
       African women in South Africa have for decades, if not centuries, been marginalized 
in the workplace.  With the dawn of the new South Africa came Affirmative Action and 
subsequently, the Employment Equity Act.  These policies offered African women 
opportunities to enter the workplace.  The review of the literature shows that the 
psychological functioning of African women managers has received minimal research 
attention. In addition, the literature review on coping focused on the individual and 
communal coping strategies which indicated that individual and systemic strategies have 
been neglected in both the theories of coping and extant empirical literature.  The current 
study addresses this through the conceptualisation of coping from a systemic perspective. 
The current study aimed to explore and describe the coping strategies of African women 
middle managers in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area.  
The study was conducted within a qualitative research paradigm and took the form of 
exploratory research.  Non-probability snowball sampling was utilized to identify 
participants for the study.  The sample consisted of three African women managers who 
held middle management positions in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela 
metropolitan area. Semi-structured interviewing was utilised to collect the data. In order to 
analyse the data, Tesch’s (1990) qualitative analysis steps were utilised.  The study showed 
that African women middle managers relied on individual strategies such as assertiveness, 
spirituality and, positive attitude to cope.  These individual strategies were not used in 
isolation, as the participants relied on various subsystems within which they were 
embedded to cope with the demands they faced.   
 
Key concepts: Coping strategies, African, women, middle managers, systems, 
workplace, manufacturing, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area.  
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CHAPTER ONE  
1. Introduction and Problem Statement 
1.1. Chapter Preview  
       This chapter offers an overview of the context of the current study regarding African 
women in management.  The Employment Equity Act of 2005 (de Kock, 2005/06) uses the 
term black generically to refer to Africans, Coloureds and Indians. The study focused on 
the African segment of the black population as defined by the Employment Equity Act (de 
Kock, 2005/06).  The researcher has made use of the term African to refer to the 
participants and the term black was used to cite relevant original sources.  
1.1.1. Management in Context  
  The mmanufacturing industry was selected because it is the main sector of 
employment in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area.  The Eastern Cape Development 
Corporation (2007) states that the manufacturing industry is the leading employment sector 
in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area.  The industry is of local importance and 
provides the researcher an opportunity to access African women occupying middle 
management positions.  Middle managers were selected because most black women who 
occupy managerial positions do so at middle management level (Littrell & Nkomo, 2005).  
1.1.1.1.Women in Management  
 According to Statistics South Africa (2007), the majority of the South African 
population consists of women.  Women form 50.9% of the population, with African 
women forming 79.3% of all women, White women 9.3%, Coloured women 8.9%, and 
Indian women 2.5 % of the population of women in South Africa.  While African women 
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are a majority group in the South African population they have received the least research 
attention (Spangenberg & Pieterse, 1995).   
 Nondwe (1998) conducted research on the effects of discrimination on the promotion 
of women to top managerial positions in the Eastern Cape.  The results of the study 
showed that there was no equal representation of men and women in the workplace, while 
women were over-represented in service, sales, and semi-professional jobs.    
      Despite national policies such as the Employment Equity Act and Affirmative Action, 
women are underrepresented in corporate South Africa.  April attributed this to social 
structures such as the principles and demands of the corporate sector, and role expectations 
(April, Dreyer & Blass, 2007; Booysen, 1999).  The following section provides an 
overview of African women in management.  
1.1.1.2.African Women in Management  
       “Although women, particularly Black women, have been engaged in the liberation 
struggle for decades, the battle for empowerment in South Africa has first and foremost 
been about racial equality, and gender has been secondary” (April, Dreyer & Blass, 2007, 
p. 62).  
       Spangenberg and Pieterse (1995) indicated that the psychological functioning of 
African women has received minimal research attention.  In addition, research conducted 
on white women managers in the workplace is used indiscriminately to explain the 
experiences of all women (Bell, Denton, & Nkomo, 1993).  The current study attempts to 
address the lack of research mentioned above through researching the coping strategies of 
African women managers in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan area.   
       Lazarus and Folkman (1984) indicate that although stress has received massive 
research attention, there is no consensus on the definition of stress.  In Chapter Three 
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various definitions of stress are offered.  The current study explores ways in which the 
participants cope with stressors.   Coping refers to resources that enable individuals to deal 
with undesirable circumstances.  As the coping strategies of African women have received 
minimal research attention, understanding African women and the way they cope with 
work demands may require an understanding of the values that act as guideposts for their 
lives.  Smith (2001) conducted a study in the United States on black women occupying 
entrepreneurial positions, and found that these women dealt with challenges through the 
use of spirituality.  While African women managers may share similar characteristics and 
face similar demands, it is important to note that each woman is unique. This uniqueness 
may lead to different responses to workplace stressors and the use of different approaches 
to cope with stressors in the workplace or life in general.  
       The study explores both individual and communal ways of coping by African women 
managers.  The researcher explores the interrelationships between the African woman 
manager and other systemic factors. The researcher further seeks to explore ways in which 
these interrelationships impact or support the African woman manager. The systems 
framework will be utilized as the base for exploring and understanding the participants’ 
descriptions of their own coping strategies.  
      Hobfoll, Geller and  Dunahoo (2003) argue that psychological research needs to alter 
its assumptions about workplace stress, and that the focus should be on individual and 
collective efforts towards coping and not only on individual efforts, as is currently the 
focus of much research. This matter becomes more relevant when researching African 
women in South Africa who have the value of collectivism as a guide in their daily 
functioning (Broodryk, 2002).  Research design and methods employed in the study will be 
discussed below.    
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1.1.2. Research Design and Methodology  
       Chapter Four provides a detailed account of the research design and the methodology 
undertaken in the study.  The aim of the study was to explore and describe coping 
strategies of African women middle managers in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan area.     
      The study was conducted within a qualitative research paradigm, as it endeavoured to 
promote an understanding of human functioning (Garbers, 1996). The researcher utilized 
exploratory research, as little was known about the topic at the outset of the project and the 
researcher began with a vague impression of what to study (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & 
Delport, 2002).  
      Non-probability sampling was utilized to identify suitable participants for the study.   
The researcher used snowball sampling to obtain participants, as the participants were hard 
to reach (de Vos et al., 2002; Huysamen, 2001).  The researcher selected semi-structured 
interviewing as a mode of collecting data, as research in the field of African women 
managers is minimal and the interviewers allowed participants to share their views.  
      To analyse the data gathered, the researcher utilized Tesch’s (1990) qualitative analysis 
steps.  In order to ensure the credibility of the data in the study the researcher utilized Guba 
and Lincoln’s model of trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).    
      The researcher conducted the research according to specific ethical standards.  The 
ethical standards considered were informed by the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University’s Human Research Ethics Committee.  The chapters included in the document  
are laid out below.  
1.1.3. The Delineation of Chapters  
      Chapter One introduces the study.  The chapter provides the contextual background of 
the study and provides a rationale for the study.   
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      Chapter Two highlights the concept of management and provides a theoretical 
framework and literature review on African women in the workplace.   
      Chapter Three provides a brief overview of stress and coping.  As the study attempts to 
explore coping from a systemic perspective, an overview of systems theory is provided.  
      Chapter Four details the research methodology employed to conduct the study. 
Included in the chapter are the aim of the study, the research approach, participants and the 
sampling procedure, data collection and data analysis, steps taken to ensure the 
trustworthiness of the data, and the ethical considerations.   
      Chapter Five discusses the results obtained from the study and subjects the results of 
the study to a literature control.    
      Chapter Six presents the conclusion of the current study, highlights the limitations of 
the study, and offers recommendations for future research in the area.    
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CHAPTER TWO 
2. Management in Context 
2.1. Chapter Preview  
       Corporate South Africa has endured decades of white male domination owing to the 
policies of Apartheid.  Such policies meant that men and women who were not white were 
subjected to exclusion from the workplace.  This was especially so in positions of 
authority. Literature shows that such exclusions affected non-white women worse than 
their male counterparts (Kemp, 2002; Luhabe, 2002; Parasuraman, 1993).  Being non-
white and being a woman concurrently led to deeper levels of oppression for non-white 
women (Bell, Denton, & Nkomo, 1993). 
Recent literature (Duehr, Bono, 2006; Phendla, 2004) further shows that non-white 
women are still faced with significantly more discrimination in the workplace compared 
with their white, non-white male, and white female counterparts. The current chapter 
identifies challenges that African women managers face in corporate South Africa. 
2.1.1 Management 
The management sector in corporate South Africa is currently faced with a number of 
challenges.  The implementation and enforcement of equal opportunity policies are 
amongst the most difficult current challenges. Middle management and its challenges, the 
manufacturing industry, women and African women managers are discussed in order to 
explore the context in which the participants work.   
2.1.1.1.Middle Management 
Management has been defined as “the art of getting a desired outcome through the 
energy of other people” (Sheil, 2002, p. 16).  Managers can only meet the demands of their 
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jobs through ensuring that their subordinates perform the duties assigned to them.  In order 
for businesses to prosper various levels of management are required in order to ensure that 
productivity levels are reached.  Watkins and Mauer (1994) caution that in South Africa, 
the population may view management as another form of oppression, as managers are 
usually employees who are privileged and who enjoy certain advantages while the 
subordinates are prevented from sharing in such privileges. The values incorporated by 
black managers may differ from those of their white counterparts as they may be cautious 
not to appear to be dominant and competitive (Watkins & Mauer, 1994).    
       According to Grigoriadis and Bussin (2007), middle managers are those managers 
who are below senior management level and above the supervisory level.  Middle 
management comprises managers who head specific departments, and these managers are 
responsible for implementing top management’s policies and usually have two 
management levels below them.  During retrenchments and downsizing middle managers 
are usually the first to be retrenched by organizations (Middle Management, 2007). 
       Colvin (1998) identified the following key functions of middle managers: supervision 
and performance appraisal of staff members, hiring and firing power, reporting to their 
own bosses, and being subject to performance appraisal.  Middle managers are expected to 
engage in self-empowerment through the following modern resources: reading self-help 
books and practising the principles in these books, attending motivational speeches, 
commitment to life-long learning in today’s ever-changing world, and being able to 
manage their own emotions (Colvin, 1998; Hatcher, 2003). 
       Not only are managers faced with the task of continuous self-development and self-
management, they are also expected to manage an increasingly diverse workforce and 
ensure that the workforce is motivated and productive (Human, 1996). The middle 
manager is expected by the organization to motivate employees to perform. This 
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expectation is two-fold. On the one hand, the manager is expected to be sensitive to the 
needs of the employees, and on the other hand, he/she is expected to manage the 
performance of the employees. In some instances this unavoidably leads to dismissal 
(Samuelson, 1999).  
       The factors discussed above place middle managers under enormous pressure.  Not 
only are middle managers expected to focus on their own careers, they are further expected 
to focus and manage the careers of their subordinates, as the managers’ own career 
advancement is dependent on the advancement and productivity of his/her subordinates.  
This predicament is more serious for middle managers who work in the manufacturing 
industry. By its nature, the manufacturing industry focuses on productivity. The challenges 
of this industry will be discussed in the section below.    
2.1.1.2.The Manufacturing Industry 
       The manufacturing industry made up 10% of the United States of America’s corporate 
sector in 2006 (Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2008).  In South Africa, the manufacturing 
industry is dominated by the agriculture, automotive, chemicals, clothing, electronics, and 
metal sectors.  These various sectors of the manufacturing industry form the major source 
of employment available in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area, with the automotive 
industry taking the lead (Eastern Cape Development Corporation, 2007). 
        The predominance of the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
area allows for local access to research participants for the study. In a study conducted by 
Msimangira (1994) in Tanzania, middle managers identified the following five problems: 
poor working conditions, dissatisfaction with the work, poor training programmes, and ill 
feelings towards the company.  Msimangira (1994) further listed the following essential 
skills for managers in the manufacturing industry: people skills, communications skills to 
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allow maximum productivity, provision of a good working environment, access to proper 
planning, and decision-making. 
       According to Bell and Madula (2001), the South African manufacturing industry has 
been on the decline since the 1980s.  Bell and Maduna (2001) attribute the decline to 
various factors, including the economy and the South African labour market.  This means 
that managers in this sector have the enormous task of ensuring productivity, and before 
motivating staff and themselves to perform in somewhat unfavourable circumstances.  
       The issues highlighted above show that the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area is 
highly dependent on the manufacturing industry for the occupational and financial 
wellbeing of its inhabitants.  It can be deduced from the section above that managers in the 
sector are mainly responsible for motivating employees to perform under difficult 
circumstances.   
       Women managers in this sector have the double task of managing the sector and 
managing themselves as women managers in a largely male-dominated sector.  Women 
managers face challenges that are both similar and different to those faced by their male 
counterparts (Littrell, 2005; Luhabe, 2002). These are discussed below.  
2.1.2. Women in Management 
       In attempting to address the misrepresentation of women in the workplace, the South 
African government introduced the Employment Equity Act of 1998.  The purpose of the 
Act was to “implement Affirmative Action measures to redress the disadvantages in 
employment experienced by designated groups, in order to ensure their equitable 
representation in all occupational categories and levels in the workplace” (de Kock, 
2005/6, p. 254). The Employment Equity Act defines designated groups as black people, 
disabled people and women (de Kock, 2005/06).   
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       In the United States of America, the number of women in the managerial and 
professional positions has increased since the 1990s (Duehr & Bono, 2006).  Duehr and 
Bono (2006) further indicate that in 2004 women held 51% of managerial and professional 
specialty positions in the United States of America.  In South Africa, Brink and de la Rey 
(2001) found that the number of women in the workplace rose from 19, 7% in 1944 to 61, 
4% in 1991. 
       Another study in South Africa identified an annual increase of 58 % in the female 
labour force in 2005, which was greater than the 42% increase for males (Maja & 
Nakanyane, 2005).  The significant increase of women in the labour force has led to a 
number of studies on women in the workplace.  The results of those studies are discussed 
below.  
       Rout (1999) conducted a comparative study of women managers and non-managers in 
the United Kingdom and found that, for both groups, lack of communication and co-
operation between colleagues and staff, were the main sources of dissatisfaction. Non-
managers experienced less job satisfaction with regard to the amount of work, and hours of 
work than did the managers. Although there has been a breakthrough, women are still 
faced with serious challenges that may threaten their productivity in the workplace.  
       Several studies (Brink & de la Rey, 2001; Kemp, 2002; Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 
1993) have explored the experiences of women in a male-dominated workforce. The 
results of these studies show that women face discrimination in the workplace and are 
expected to hold positions that do not have authority. This is influenced by the societal 
stereotype of females as homemakers. 
       The studies further show that society’s biased perceptions degrade women in the 
workplace.  Women are regarded primarily as homemakers, and in households where both 
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the spouses are employed, the woman is expected to take more childcare responsibility 
than the male spouse.  
       Bardwick (1980) formulated the theory; Seasons of a Woman’s Life through re-
examination of Levison’s model of Male Adult Development.  Bardwick theorizes that for 
women, both career development and relationships are crucial.  This, according to 
Bardwick, leads to women’s adherence to Levinson’s stages and the developmental tasks 
assigned to each stage. 
       During the transition stage women are said to focus on marriage and commitment, 
although they are aware of and have an interest in their own careers.  The second stage is 
settling down, in which men are seen as concerned about prospering in their careers while 
the primary focus for women is children, who are still young and need their mothers’ 
attention.  The final stage is middle adulthood, when men give up focusing on their careers 
and women are at their prime, as the children are now becoming independent.   
       The central theme of this theory is that women spend a great deal of their lives 
focusing on raising their families and only start to take their careers seriously later in life.  
Women struggle to keep up with males, who, by the time women enter the workplace, are 
fully advanced (Bardwick, 1990). 
       Bardwick’s theory enabled the researcher to comprehend potential developmental 
issues that may face the women managers in this study.  Parasuraman and Greenhaus 
(1993) found that women tend to choose careers that are lower in the hierarchy than those 
chosen by men. This allows women the flexibility of taking care of their families whilst 
having a career, while men take demanding jobs knowing that their wives will take care of 
the children at home. 
       Parasuraman and Greenhaus (1993) further indicate that women are expected to view 
their jobs as secondary in importance, as the family has to take precedence. According to 
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Parasuraman and Greenhaus (1993), successful women in the workplace are usually those 
women who have chosen to give up marriage and children.   
       The number of women in the work force has increased and will continue to increase 
(Crampton & Mishra, 1999). This is due to government programmes and the number of 
opportunities that are available to women today that were not available in the past.  
Women want the opportunity to reach their full potential, which includes managing others, 
and owning their own businesses. 
       In order for government, society and women to realise their potential, barriers 
mentioned above need to be challenged and women need to be allowed to grow.  The 
following section will look at a sector of women managers that is often under-emphasised 
in research studies, that is African women managers. 
2.1.3. African Women Managers 
 Most studies conducted on women in the workplace focus on white women and the 
results of these studies are often generalized to all women irrespective of race (Bell, 
Denton, & Nkomo, 1993).  However, social positioning and experiences of oppression 
differ according to the position of the group within the social system (Bell, Denton, & 
Nkomo, 1993; Luhabe 2002). 
       This study aims at exploring and describing the coping strategies of African women 
middle managers in the manufacturing industry.  This aim was achieved through creating 
opportunities for African women managers to share their experiences, thereby constructing 
an understanding of the experience of being an African woman middle manager.  
African women in South Africa have traditionally filled lower level positions that are 
domestic in nature, working as maids, cleaners, and tea ladies in large corporations 
(Msimang, 2001).  This has led to African women being seen as capable of performing 
domestic jobs only. This becomes problematic when African women are given the task of 
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managing, where often the subordinates struggle to let go of the domestic worker 
stereotype (Littrell & Nkomo, 2005).   
      African women have the added pressure of trying to adapt to a western culture, which 
is often the culture on which workplace values are based.  Bell, Denton and Nkomo (1993) 
use the Bicultural Model to explain the stress experienced by black women participating in 
both a minority group and a dominant culture.   
 “The bicultural life structure requires a woman of colour, who is a manager, to shape 
her professional world in a male-dominated white culture, while her personal world 
often remains embedded in her racial/ethnic community.  At the workplace she may be 
forced to sacrifice the racial/ethnic part of her identity in favour of what is normal in 
the dominant culture” (Bell, Denton & Nkomo 1993, p. 31). 
       Most African people in South Africa have their culture and tradition as the basis of 
daily functioning.  In most African traditions the woman is seen as the homemaker and is 
expected to be subordinate to all males.   This expectation is more widespread among 
husbands, in-laws, and extended families that strongly hold the view that women are 
homemakers (Phendla, 2004). 
      One of the women in the case studies researched by Phendla reported that in meetings 
her male subordinates regarded her as an African rather than a person or a manager. 
Little (1996) conducted a study where she interviewed two prominent researchers of black 
women managers, Nkomo and Bell.  When asked to explain their research findings, 
Nkomo replied, “We found that the really successful black women were true to themselves 
as black people”.  In reply to Little, Bell indicated that she found that successful black 
women managers’ ancestral legacy was of critical importance and that these women found 
it easy to switch between their roles as managers and as black women (Little, 1996). 
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       According to Little (1996), African women have a need to remain true to themselves 
about who they are and where they come from. The acknowledgement of who they are as 
black people helps them to cope better with the demands of the workplace.  The concept of 
black feminism is discussed below.  
       Hamer and Neville (1998) view black feminism as a podium for understanding and 
addressing the uniqueness of the problems that are faced by black women.  Black 
feminists' writings, assert that the primary role of black feminists is to challenge the 
heterosexual, gender, and racial ideologies held against black women.  These women are 
faced with all the issues faced by white women, as well as the reality of being black in a 
white-dominated world. 
       Marbley (2005) and Taylor (1998) indicate that African American women do not 
identify with traditional feminist theory that attempts to stand up for the rights of women 
and their equality with men.  The authors indicate that the reason for black women’s 
perceived misfit with the movement is the general belief held by these women that white 
people generally share the same racist ideology regardless of gender. 
       Black feminism aims to eradicate the struggles of black women in a unique way, 
valuing their blackness and femininity whilst giving them a voice to express their 
knowledge and skills in society (Collins, 1990). 
       It is evident from the above that African women are faced with a number of challenges 
that some may view as unbearable, whilst others may view such challenges as contests to 
test these women’s worthiness of the positions which became accessible to them by a 
changing South Africa. 
       Discrimination and complex challenges seems to be embedded in corporate South 
Africa, and this seems to be especially so for those workers who chose to lead rather than 
become ordinary workers.  The literature shows discrimination is more prominent for 
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women who are African since these women are faced with the challenges of dealing with 
men and women who view them as homemakers and incapable of functioning in the male- 
dominated world.    
2.1.4. Conclusion  
       Managing in corporate South Africa incorporates a number of challenges which 
include implementing various equity policies, developing staff members, and ensuring 
productivity.  For women, the task of managing is daunting as they face societal attitudes 
of women being seen as homemakers before they are workers.  The challenges are so much 
more daunting for African women managers who not only face these attitudes but face 
prejudices that stereotype them as able to perform in the lowest level positions only.  
       The following chapter provides the conceptual framework for the theories upon which 
the current study is embedded.  The theories encapsulated in the chapter include systems 
theory, stress, and coping.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
3. Coping 
3.1. Chapter Preview  
       The previous chapter discussed the demands that face African women managers at         
length. It became evident that in order for these women to deal with these demands a 
number of internal and external resources need to come to the fore. The current chapter 
aims at describing prominent theories of coping that are relevant to this study.  Although 
the theories described will not be applied to the participants directly, as the study is 
qualitative in nature, the theories will contribute towards a broader understanding of 
coping strategies employed by the research participants.    
       The chapter will outline the progression of theories of coping, enabling the researcher 
to describe the results of the study in context, not proving or disproving the theories.  In the 
current study, the researcher will seek to describe the coping strategies actually employed 
by the participants, thereby avoiding a description of coping strategies from only a single 
theoretical perspective. 
       The exploration of coping will be approached from a systemic perspective, taking into 
account strategies at various levels and systems that participants may employ in their 
efforts to cope in their places of work.  This will enable the researcher to take a more 
holistic view of the various facets of coping employed by the participants.   
3.1.1. Systems Theory 
       Systems theory is based on the assumption of the interrelatedness of objects in the 
world.  The theory explains the behaviour of various organized systems.  Systems theory 
was founded by von Bertalanffy (1960), a biologist, who tried to solve the crucial issue of 
reduction, namely, whether the categories of biology are different from those in the 
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physical sciences.  He resolved this with the organismic system theory that assigns to the 
biological systems self-organizational dynamics.  His theory concerns the organizations of 
parts into wholes (von Bertalanffy, 1960).  He defined a system as a complex of interacting 
elements and made a distinction between closed and open systems.  
       Closed systems are those systems in which there is no interaction with the surrounding 
environment.  Closed systems show entropy, that is, the tendency to move from order to 
disorder.  Isolated systems lose order.  According to von Bertlanffy (1960) open systems 
do not show entropy, as there is a steady flow or outflow across the boundary of the 
system. 
       Over the years, systems theory has evolved into an important theory that is applied in 
science, family therapy, and various other contexts.  The evolution of the theory brought a 
number of key concepts some of which originated from von Bertalanffy’s theory and 
others which emerged later.    
       Systems theory recognizes the importance of the individual and the various societal 
structures within which the individual is embedded.  The current study explores African 
women managers in the environments within which they are embedded.  The researcher 
explores the women in their work environments; the exploration is concerned with the 
ways in which the women impact on and are impacted by the systems they are part of.   
3.1.1.1.The Wholeness of a System  
       This refers to the relationships that the parts of the system have with each other.   
Becvar and Becvar (2000) explain that wholeness is about the relationship of the parts of 
the system to one another and the larger system of which they form a part.  These authors 
indicate that in a system the whole is greater than the sum of its parts (Becvar & Becvar, 
2000). 
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       Through the interaction of the members, as different components of a system, unique 
characteristics are formed, and it is the formation of these characteristics that make 
individual members less significant than the greater whole (Becvar & Becvar, 1982). 
The following sub-sections will describe the various ways in which members of systems 
interact to form the greater whole.  
3.1.1.2.Communication  
       Communication is an essential feature in systems.  In order for a system to function, 
communication between the parts is essential (Andolfi, 1979; Carr, 2006).  As parts of the 
system continue to communicate, the members become sensitized to each other’s desired 
and undesired patterns of interaction forthcoming interaction then becomes relative to the 
nature of the relationship desired (Becvar & Becvar 1982).    
       Becvar and Becvar (2000) highlight three modes of communication in systems, 
namely; the verbal mode, the non-verbal mode, and the context mode.  According to the 
authors, the verbal mode refers to spoken words while the non-verbal mode refers to the 
command aspects of communication.  These are aspects such as the tone, flow of speech, 
gestures and facial expression. The context mode refers to the meaning of the message.  
Becvar and Becvar (2000) indicate that context marks out how members of a system relate 
to one another.  For example, an employee and employer will relate differently when they 
meet each other casually in a bar compared with when they are in a meeting at work.   
3.1.1.3.Relationships  
       Relationships in systems are crucial, as they determine the interaction between the 
members of a system.  Becvar and Becvar (2000) indicate that when members of a system 
are relating well to each other, the relationship becomes stable.  In systems where a 
relationship is not going well, relationship triangles are formed.  Triangles complicate the 
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functioning of the system as there may be two members in a system going against a third 
member and this can break down the relationships within a system. 
       The authors further explain the notion of relationship styles within systems.  There are 
three styles of relationships namely; complementary, symmetrical and parallel.  
Complementary styles refer to the presence of a variety of opposite behaviours in a system; 
symmetrical styles refer to a presence of many similar kinds of behaviour in a system and 
in parallel styles both complementary and symmetrical styles of behaviour occur. 
       Becvar and Becvar (2000) indicate that although it is difficult to predict which 
relationship style is better, it is important to consider each system’s context individually.  
However, the authors give preference to parallel relationship styles.  Because they 
eliminate power struggles and enhance mutual responsibility between the members. 
The following sub-section highlights feedback and the role this plays in ensuring a smooth 
flow of communication and interaction in systems.  
3.1.1.4.Feedback Loops  
       According to Becvar and Becvar (1982), feedback loops enable the interaction and 
communication that facilitate the movement towards flexibility and growth in a system.   
In systems, feedback seeks to ensure the continuation of a system through removing the 
external forces that threaten the system (Becvar & Becvar, 1982; Thornman, 1971).    
       Feedback is divided into two types, namely negative and positive feedback.  Negative 
feedback maintains stability and minimizes change in a system.  “Negative feedback 
processes indicate that fluctuations or disturbances are being opposed and a particular level 
of stability is being maintained” (Becvar & Becvar, 2000, p. 68).  Thus this helps maintain 
homeostasis.  Homeostasis refers to the system’s attempt at maintaining stability 
(Thornman, 1971). 
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       When stability is not found, the rules may need to be adjusted for the restoration of 
stability. In order to maintain stability, systems may need to maintain consistency through 
morphostasis and allow for change through morphogenesis.  Morphostasis refers to the 
ability of the system to maintain consistency whilst morphogenesis refers to the system’s 
ability to grow over time to adapt to the changing needs of the system. All systems face the 
conflict of trying to become stable while at the same time trying to introduce change.   
       Positive feedback occurs concurrently with negative feedback (Thornman, 2006). 
Thornman further indicates that positive feedback challenges the unexamined rules in a 
system.  This type of feedback attempts to inform the system when behaviour, rules, and 
interaction deviate from the norms that have already been established in a system (Becvar 
& Becvar, 2000).  The following subsection explains the rules and boundaries in systems.     
3.1.1.5.Boundaries and Rules  
       Boundaries and rules act as guideposts for members in a system, that is, for those who 
belong to a system and for those who do not. They also indicate ways of relating for 
members, and guiding members regarding ways of incorporating information from other 
systems.  Boundaries establish and maintain the uniqueness of a system (Becvar & Becvar, 
1982).  
       Whenever the boundaries of the system remain unchanged the state and the 
environment is also unchanged; a steady state is then said to exist (von Bertlanffy, 1960).  
For example, all persons working in a company know the importance of the confidentiality 
of certain information regarding the company; whilst an employee is guided by the 
principles of confidentiality he/she may also belong to a system of friends where the 
boundaries and rules are different.  In the friendship system the employee does not worry 
about informing another friend about something that a particular friend might have said. 
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       Although the employee is aware of the differing rules in the friendship system and the 
work system, when dealing with work-related issues the employee practices absolute 
confidentiality. 
       The section below explains the link between systems theory and the current study.  
Gummerson (2006) indicates that in systems thinking all parts are linked. Thus there is a 
need for qualitative research, to not only focus on individual trends, but also to focus on 
the individual and the complex communal inclinations of the individual. 
       The current study seeks to explore both individual and communal ways of coping by 
African women managers.  The researcher seeks to explore the interrelationships between 
the African woman manager, and the other systems in which she is embedded.  The 
researcher further seeks to explore ways in which these interrelationships impact or support 
the African woman manager. 
       As the whole is bigger than the sum of its parts, the research seeks to explore how the 
research participants are parts of the whole. As the psychological functioning of African 
women has received minimal research attention (Spangenberg & Pieterse, 1995), the 
researcher will investigate African women in their totality.   
       The participants form a part of systems and sub-systems which include; the fraternity 
of women; black people; managers; managers in the manufacturing industry during the era 
of employment equity in South Africa; South Africans; people residing in the Eastern Cape 
in 2008, specifically in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area; women with 
responsibilities outside the workplace such as motherhood, and family responsibilities.   
       Systems theory will be used as a comprehensive theoretical framework to explore and 
understand the coping strategies of the research participants.  In order to understand 
coping, it is essential to describe all the relevant aspects that influence coping, hence the 
description of stress in the following section.  
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3.1.2. Stress  
       Lazarus and Folkman (1984) indicate that although stress received massive research 
attention there is no clear consensus on the definition of stress.   Spielberger (1979) 
indicates that the concept of stress originated from the physical sciences.  “In early 
investigations of the elastic properties of solid materials, ‘stress’ referred to external 
pressure or force applied to an object while ‘strain’ was deemed as the resulting internal 
distortion or change in the object or its shape” (Spielberger, 1979, p 8).   
       Sir William Osler was the first person to speculate about the impact of life stress on 
mental and physical health in the development of disease.  He compared ‘stress’ and 
‘strain’ to hard work and worry and he speculated that these conditions led to the 
development of heart disease (Spielberger, 1979).  Selye (1956) explained stress 
physiologically; the core of Selye’s explanation was that people respond physiologically 
whether the stressor or source of the stress is of positive or negative nature. Selye divided 
stress into two types, namely; good stress (eustress) and bad stress (distress).  According to 
Selye, eustress tends to become a source for motivation, whilst distress leads to collapse.    
       Lazarus and Folkman (1984) explained stress psychologically, and referred to stress as 
“a relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as 
taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her wellbeing” (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984, p.21).  Lazarus and Folkman indicated that depending on the individual’s 
assessment of the demand placed on them they would either control the source of the stress 
or the emotional response associated with the cause of the stress.  
       Stress is “the condition that results when the person’s environmental transactions lead 
the individual to perceive an incongruity, whether real or not, between the demands of a 
situation and the resources of the person’s biological, psychological, or social systems” 
(Sarafino, 1990, p.77).  Sarafino’s conceptualization of stress incorporates both the Selye’s 
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physiological response and Lazarus and Folkman’s psychological appraisal of the stressful 
situation.   
       The current study is not concerned with the psychological process of stress; the study 
is rather concerned with the process of coping with stress. In order to deal with the impact 
of stress, individuals usually mobilize resources from a variety of sources in order to cope 
and to continue surviving in the presence of stress.  The following section provides a brief 
introduction to the conceptualization of psychological health and illness. The section will 
be followed by a discussion on the prominent theories of coping. This exploration is 
essential as it assists in contextualizing the present study within the extant literature 
regarding how coping has been conceptualized and researched in the past.    
3.1.2.1.Salutogenesis to Fortigenesis 
       In 1979 Antonovsky undertook to study health, as he felt that disease had received 
extensive research attention, particularly from a medical perspective.  “Given the ubiquity 
of pathogens; microbiological, chemical, physical, psychological, social, and cultural; it 
seems to me self-evident that everyone should succumb to this bombardment and 
constantly be dying” (Antonovsky, 1979, p.65). 
       He thus introduced the concept of salutogenesis to focus on the source of health rather 
than the origins of disease.  Antonovsky (1979) further introduced the concept of 
generalized resistance resources and which was the individual’s attempts at making sense 
of the stressors (GRR). He indicated that repeated actions of generalized resistance 
resources show the way to a Sense of Coherence (SOC).  SOC has three components: 
comprehensibility, which refers to the assessment of the impact of environmental 
influences; manageability, which refers to the ability to control environmental influences; 
and meaningfulness, which refers to the assessment of environmental influences that are 
relevant. 
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       In order to explain the way in which the two concepts (SOC and GRR) are intertwined 
Antonovsky used the health ease/disease continuum.  The more GRR the individual 
experiences, the more the individual tends to develop a sense of coherence (Antonovsky, 
1979; Antonovsky, 1984).  
       In response to Antonovsky’s salutogenesis theory, Strümpfer (1995) extended 
salutogenesis to what he termed fortigenesis.  He proposed the consideration of a broader 
explanatory construct in order to understand the ways in which Antonovsky’s SOC and 
GRR interact. Fortigenesis focuses on strength rather than merely focusing on health, as 
Strümpfer viewed Antonovsky’s “meaning of health to be unlimited and ineffective 
particularly when used to explain wellbeing” (Strümpfer, 1995, p.82).      
       Strümpfer (1995) proposed that strength is made up of a set of core beliefs that are 
difficult to validate scientifically. Strümpfer further indicated that the strengths are not 
readily available to deal with all stressors throughout life.  Individuals are selective as to 
when to utilize their strengths. 
       Strümpfer (1995) presented views on three areas of research that highlighted how 
strength developed. Those areas were: occupational self-direction, combat experience, and 
homemaker and labour force participation. As the current research focuses on employed 
women, I will report on the results of the homemaker and labour participation research.   
       Strümpfer (1995) was of the view that working women bear the burden of a dual 
responsibility, as they have to deal with both the demands of being workers, the demands 
of being married, and the demands of motherhood.  According to Strümpfer (1995), the 
dual roles of worker and mother/wife are very demanding for women. Women are able to 
fill the dual roles and perform as well as men do in jobs.  Strümpfer viewed this as 
evidence of the strength that women have. Such strength is often denied by the opposite 
sex. The strength, as identified by Strümpfer, is one of the many aspects of coping that 
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have been outlined in theories of coping. This theory is relevant to the current study.  The 
following section will describe the various important elements, as outlined in the theories 
of coping.  
3.1.3. Coping  
       Coping has received extensive research attention; however, the studies have failed to 
include women, particularly black women (Brink & de La Rey, 2001). The current study 
aimed to add to the area of women’s coping by exploring strategies that African women 
managers in the manufacturing industry utilize to cope with some or all of the demands 
they face in the workplace.    
       Selye’s (1974) physiological analysis of stress proposes that stress is a major feature in 
life, and coping with stress is essential for physical health as well as for performing 
optimally. Coping includes, “constantly changing efforts to manage specific external and 
internal demands that are appraised as exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984, p.141). 
       In order to understand coping in its totality, it is important to not only focus on the 
definitions, as there are various definitions of coping.  It is important to explore from 
various theorists what it means to cope and the various resources pertinent for one to cope.  
The following section will highlight some of the theories of coping.   
3.1.3.1.Psychological Wellbeing  
       Sheridan and Radmacher (1992) indicate people’s resilience and psychological 
wellbeing contribute to the ways in which they can deal with stress.  Sarafino (1990) 
indicates that people’s power over themselves and their actions is another effective way of 
coping with stress.  This refers to taking action when one wants to influence events. 
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       According to Sarafino (1990),  individuals may influence their life events in the 
following ways: behavioural control, which refers to ability to do something and reduce the 
effect of the cause of the stress;  cognitive control, which refers to thinking patterns to 
reduce the impact of the cause of stress; decisional control, which refers to the ability to 
make choices between various options so as to reduce the impact of stress; information 
control, which refers to the ability to get knowledge about the stressor and its possible 
consequences; retrospective control, which refers to beliefs about the cause of the stress 
and the aftermath.  
       Kobasa (1982) attempts to explain the fact that some individuals, despite the difficulty 
of the situations they face, seem to endure.  Kobasa (1981) utilises the concept of hardy 
personality and indicates that the concept is made up of three interconnected components. 
The three components of hardy personality are: control, commitment, and resilience. These 
individuals are committed to their goals and aspirations, they believe in their influence 
over their own actions, and they accept change as an inevitable part of life.  Hence, it is 
possible to understand their ability to cope in the face of difficult circumstances.  Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984) offer an explanation of the ways in which people make sense of the 
stressful events in their lives.  Lazarus and Folkman’s theory is discussed below. The 
theory will be discussed below.   
3.1.3.2.A Transactional Model 
       Throughout life people face a number of demands, and depending on the ways in 
which they perceive these situations they respond in various ways.  In order to carry out 
the prospective response to the perceived threat, people engage in coping (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) refer to primary and secondary appraisal as 
two ways in which people respond to life’s events.  Primary appraisal is the process of 
sensing a threat to oneself, while secondary appraisal is the process of thinking about a 
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prospective response to the threat. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) further indicated that the 
processes do not always occur in the same order.    
       Lazarus and Folkman (1980, 1984) categorise coping into: emotion-focused coping 
and problem-focused coping.  Emotion focused coping is aimed at controlling the 
emotional response associated with the cause of the stress. People attempt to regulate the 
possible emotional consequences of stress through emotion-focused coping (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984).  Problem-focused coping controls the cause of the stress.  In this coping 
strategy, people attempt to actively do something in order to ease the stress.   
       According to Lazarus and Folkman (1980), people tend to use both strategies of 
coping in alleviating the effects of stress.  A number of factors determine the 
predominance of one strategy over another. These include personality, the stressor, and the 
individual’s perception of their abilities to control the stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1980). 
       People tend to make use of problem-focused coping when they feel that something can 
be done about the stressor, while they use emotion-focused coping when they feel that the 
stressor has to be tolerated (Lazarus & Folkman 1980). 
       Selmer and Leung (2007) conducted a study in Hong Kong to explore the coping 
strategies of female business owners. The results of the study showed that business women 
tend to use problem-focused coping strategies.  The following section details the activities 
of coping, as explained by Hall.  
3.1.3.3.Hall’s Model for Coping with Role Behaviour 
       Hall (1972) classified the coping of working women, who held a college degree, into 
different further categories of activity.  These activities were based on three levels in the 
process of coping.  The three levels of Hall’s model are: structural role redefinition, 
personal role redefinition, and reactive role behaviour.  
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       Structural role definition involves modifying one’s own activities and the surrounding 
activities in order to cope with the task at hand; it is the adjustment of role tasks. Personal 
role redefinition involves changing one’s expectation of roles.  Finally, reactive role 
behaviour assumes that the demands placed on one by one’s roles are unchangeable; 
therefore people must work at finding ways of dealing with the demands of these roles.  
       The relevance of this model in the current study lies in the fact that Hall piloted the 
model on college educated women.  This links with this study since the participants in both 
studies were women. Although it is not necessary for the current study to speculate on the 
participants’ educational levels, the participants are all professionals, as they are managers. 
       The results of Hall’s pilot study showed that some of the participants had set methods 
of coping, whilst other participants based their coping on the situation, that is, they would 
try out different strategies at different times and were willing to change and adapt their 
coping methods once they found these did not work. 
       Hall indicated that the women selected coping methods based on the degree of success 
or failure of tried-out methods.  The participants tended to sustain the methods that led to 
satisfaction and discarded those methods they perceived to be a failure.  Hall also found 
that women were co-operative, as they learned to operate within the boundaries and 
constraints of a given role situation, while men were more likely to test boundaries and 
change the constraints.  The multi-axial model takes into account both the individual and 
the system within which the individual originates in coping with challenges. This theory is 
explained below.  
3.1.3.4.Multi-axial Model  
       Dewe (2004) is of the view that whilst traditional theories of coping provide valuable 
information, such theories only consider the role of the individual and the resources that 
the person has, and these are largely personal factors. These theories do not take into 
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account the role of the various systems and other factors outside of the individual that may 
contribute to an individual’s coping. 
       Hobfoll, Geller and Dunahoo (2003) argue that psychological research needs to alter 
its assumptions about workplace stress. They maintain that, the focus should be on both 
personal and systemic efforts of coping and not only on individual efforts as is currently 
the focus in much research. 
       This matter becomes more relevant when researching African women in South Africa 
who have the values of collectivism as guides in their daily functioning (Broodryk, 2002). 
       The multi-axial model of coping (Hobfoll, Geller, & Dunahoo, 2003) promotes the 
need to use both personal and systems resources when coping with workplace stressors. 
This is pertinent for women who have a number of other responsibilities outside the 
organization and who may need the assistance of others to deal with their stressors. 
       The theory emphasizes the importance of other people when solving problems, as 
opposed to tapping only into one’s own resources; utilizing assertive instead of aggressive 
methods for solving problems. This allows the problem solver to tune into their own and 
others with the feelings and emotions and others; and indirect ways of coping rather than 
the traditional direct manner of problem solving, carefully weighing the options, instead of 
responding quickly and boldly to problems, awareness of one’s emotions and other’s 
emotions, as opposed to not being emotional at all (Hobfoll, Geller, & Dunahoo, 2003).    
       The multi-axial theory emphasises the importance of the self and others when solving 
problems. The multi-axial model of functioning provides new ways of understanding 
coping and these may prove useful for the African woman manager.  The following section 
highlights coping by managers.  
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3.1.3.5.How do Managers Cope? 
       Managers face a number of issues in the workplace; and some of these issues include: 
supervision and performance appraisal of staff members, hiring and firing power, and 
reporting to own bosses (Colvin, 1998; Hatcher 2003; Human, 1996). 
       Frydenberg and Lewis (2002) conducted a study in Australia that aimed at 
investigating the relationship between the workplace context and how middle managers 
cope with their concerns.  The results of the study showed that managers worked hard and 
drew other people who were in the same predicament to deal with the demands that were 
placed on them.  Frydenberg and Lewis (2002) found that managers tend to use different 
coping strategies compared with those used by other people. For example, managers use 
problem-focused coping and they attempt to influence others in their decisions. The coping 
strategies of managers were more productive than those of the rest of the community.  The 
following section will be specific in dealing with coping by women.  
3.1.3.6.Women  
       Banyard and Graham-Bermann (1993) indicate that women are at the bottom of the 
coping research hierarchy. The authors further explain the reasoning for the isolation of 
women in this area of research as being due to the following factors: there is no systemic 
attention to gender in the literature on coping; biased hypotheses about gender, and the 
silencing of women in the area of coping. 
       Men further dominate the area of coping theory and research; this has negative effects 
for women as their voices go unheard (Banyard & Graham-Bermann, 1993).  
       Hobfoll, Geller, and Dunahoo (2003) highlight the fact that women make use of 
strategies such as negotiation and self-control as they face issues that differ from the issues 
that face men. Women must juggle motherhood with the role of being managers in a 
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competitive business sector. Men do not face the same challenges; and yet coping theory 
hypothesizes that men cope better than women (Banyard & Graham-Bermann, 1993). 
       It is important for coping theory to acknowledge the challenges facing women and not 
ignore the context of coping for women due to the domination by men in the field as men 
dominate theories of coping and tend to leave out aspects specific to women in their 
theories of coping (Banyard & Graham-Bermann, 1993).  
       Working women who are married must face the following issues: work demands, 
marriage, children, and having a spouse.  These women must contend with social 
expectations that may have resulted from gender discrimination, and societal expectations 
(Brink & de La Rey, 2001).  Brink and de La Rey (2001) conducted a study that was aimed 
at identifying the coping strategies used by South African women managers in the public, 
corporate, and self-employed sectors. An important factor that contributed to not allowing 
the work-family interaction to cause stress was the knowledge that their children were 
taken care of.   
       Religious affiliation and belief in God also helped the women cope.  Positive attitudes 
and having positive self-esteem and strength of personality were held in high regard by 
these women. (Brink & de La Rey, 2001). Two different studies were conducted by Brink 
and de La Rey (2001) and Beutell and Greenhaus(1983), the results of the studies indicated 
that support from spouses was an important coping strategy; the women indicated that 
having husbands who supported them was a defence against conflict in the marital 
relationship, therefore allowing them time to focus on both the role of mother-wife and that 
of manager;.       
Dabula (2003) conducted a study on perceived occupational stress amongst South 
African nurses. The study showed that participants who were married with children found 
their spouses and children to be a safeguard against stress.  Mtwentula (2005) conducted a 
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similar study and found that nurses in HIV/AIDS care centres used their colleagues in peer 
supervision and pastoral counselling as ways of coping. 
       The conclusion that can be drawn from both studies is that social support is a major 
factor that enabled coping by the research participants.  Lo, Stone and Ng (2003) found 
that for working women managers in Hong Kong, a very important element in coping with 
work-family conflict was having someone to look after their children, clean their houses 
and run errands for them in the form of a nanny or domestic assistance. 
These results are similar to the results of Brink and de La Rey (2001).  It is important 
to note that research on women is more often than not focused on white women and 
researchers tend to use such studies as generic for all women (Bell, Denton, & Nkomo, 
1993).  The following section will therefore detail some of the studies that have been 
conducted on African women. This will allow for recognition of the uniqueness of African 
women as compared with the rest of women.  
3.1.3.7.African Women  
       African women who hold positions in middle management endure a number of 
challenges.  Some of these challenges are identical to those faced by white women and 
other challenges are unique to these black women. These challenges include gender 
discrimination; the pressures of family life, including child-bearing and child-rearing; 
developing employees and their own careers; productivity and reporting to senior level 
managers; racial discrimination, and a number of other factors (Bell, Denton, & Nkomo, 
1993; Duehr & Phendla, 2004; Littrell, 2005; Luhabe, 2002). 
       As the coping strategies of African women have received minimal research attention, 
understanding African women and the way they cope with life’s demands may require an 
understanding of the values that act as guideposts for their lives.  Lykes (1983) conducted a 
study on African American women and attempted to uncover ways in which successful 
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African American women cope with discrimination.  The results of Lykes’s study showed 
that an important factor that determined the coping strategies utilized was the context in 
which discrimination took place.  
For example, women who worked in black institutions tended to confront the 
source of discrimination, whilst women working in white institutions ignored the source of 
the stressor. This gives an impression that for the women in the study it was easier to 
confront the perpetrators of discrimination from their own groups than the perpetrators 
from the white groups. These women chose to focus on other things, therefore ignoring the 
source of discrimination. 
       Additionally, Smith (2001) conducted a study in the United States on black women 
occupying entrepreneurial positions, and found that these women dealt with challenges 
through the use of spirituality.  These women turned to religion, and God became the 
foundation for dealing with the stressors in their lives.  
       It is important to note that whilst African American women may face demands similar 
to those of African women in South Africa, and deal with these demands in similar ways, 
the context in which these women live differs. Therefore, it is important to view black 
South African women in their own context.  Mufune (2003) argues that when conducting 
research on African management, researchers need to pay attention to the cultural factors 
within which organisations are embedded.  
       African people in South Africa have, at the core of their daily living, the value of 
‘Ubuntu’.  The concept of ‘Ubuntu’ is not easy to define, as different people attach 
different meanings to this phenomenon (Broodryk, 2002).  Ubuntu is associated with the 
following values: humanness, caring, sharing, respect, and compassion (Broodyk, 2002).  
Ubuntu might provide an understanding for African women’s coping, as most African 
people strive to adhere to the values associated with Ubuntu. 
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       While African women managers may share similar characteristics and face similar 
demands, it is important to note that each woman is unique. This uniqueness may lead to 
different responses to workplace stressors and the use of different approaches to cope with 
stressors in the workplace or life in general.   
       Brink and de La Rey (2001) conducted a study on South African women of all races 
and found that African women in the sample were able to control their emotions and 
actions with regard to work-family conflicts more easily than the rest of the women in the 
sample (Brink & de La Rey, 2001).    
3.1.4. Conclusion 
       This chapter has provided a brief overview of the context of this study by exploring 
the concept of stress and the various theories of coping.  The research is qualitative in 
nature and aimed at exploring an area that has not been widely researched in South Africa.  
The theories discussed will enable the researcher to triangulate the findings from semi-
structured interviews regarding coping strategies. Strategies may also emerge from a study 
of the extant literature. The following chapter will explain the research methodology used 
in this study.   
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CHAPTER FOUR  
4. Research Methodology 
4.1. Chapter Preview  
       This chapter details the research methodology employed to conduct the study. 
Included in the chapter are: the aim of the study, the research approach, the participants 
and the sampling procedure, data collection, and data analysis, the steps taken to ensure the 
trustworthiness of the data collected as well as the ethical considerations.   
4.1.1. The aim of the Study 
       The aim of the study was to explore and describe the coping strategies of African 
women middle managers in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela 
metropolitan area.    
4.1.2. The Research Design  
       The study was conducted within a qualitative research paradigm as it endeavoured to 
promote an understanding of human functioning.  Qualitative research attempts to uncover 
people’s understanding and the conceptualization of their own lives (Garbers, 1996; 
Heaton, 2004).  In qualitative research participants are further given opportunities to share 
their own life experiences, as the researcher does not impose any of his or her views or 
ideas on the participants (Picciano, 2004).   
       Qualitative research further gives researchers an opportunity for creativity as 
researchers often have to develop their own designs using a few available strategies as a 
guide (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2002).  A possible limitation of the qualitative 
method is the flexibility of allowing researchers to develop their own strategies. This can 
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cause terminological confusion with strategies, methods, traditions of inquiry, approaches, 
paradigms, all varieties being used as synonyms for designs (de Vos et al, 2002). 
       To address this limitation the researcher did not develop her own strategies but utilized 
well established and scientifically consolidated qualitative research methods.  The 
researcher utilized exploratory and descriptive research. The rationale for these methods 
will be discussed next.  
4.1.2.1.Exploratory Research  
       Exploratory research is often used when little is known about the topic at the outset of 
the project. The researcher then has to begin with a vague impression of what to study 
(Neuman, 2003; Sekaran, 2003). The results of exploratory research can provide 
significant insights into a given situation. The results normally pave the way for future 
studies in similar areas (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1993). 
       Spangenberg and Pieterse (1995) indicate that psychological functioning of African 
women has received minimal research attention.  This fact prompted the researcher to use 
an exploratory design.  
       In exploratory research the quality and depth of the research are dependent on the 
researcher’s previous knowledge, and the information available in the area of study (de 
Vos et al., 2002).  It thus becomes essential that the researcher should be familiar with the 
subject area.  Although research and literature in the field of African women managers is 
limited, the researcher reviewed literature on research conducted on women in general, 
Africans, and managers, and this helped give an overview of the experiences of the 
participants’ counterparts.  The following section provides details on the manner in which 
the sample for the study was obtained.  
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4.1.3. Participants and the Sampling Procedure 
       Neuman (1993) indicates that qualitative researchers sample with a view to specific 
cases and to deepen their understanding of specific areas. The following section will  
provide details on the sampling method utilized in this study.  
4.1.3.1.Sampling  
       Non-probability sampling was utilized to select the participants for the study.  Non-
probability sampling is simple and economical (Huysamen, 2001).  When using this 
method, certain elements of the population may have no prospect of being included in the 
sample. Therefore, non-probability sampling cannot be seen to be fully representative of 
the population (Huysamen, 2001).  This is largely viewed as one of the main limitations of 
non-probability sampling.   
       However, qualitative research almost exclusively uses non-probability sampling as this 
method of research does not attempt to be representative (de Vos, et al., 2002; Neuman, 
1993).  The researcher considered the limitation mentioned above. However, due to the 
exploratory nature of the study, these limitations were not viewed to be significant as 
research in the area was limited.  
       Snowball sampling was employed for the purposes of this study. Snowball sampling is 
a technique whereby the researcher attempts to identify individuals who are hard to reach 
(de Vos et al., 2002).  The researcher thus had access to hard-to-reach participants 
(Huysamen, 2001).  In snowballing, the researcher asks each of the respondents to name 
other people who fit the criteria for inclusion (Barker, Pistrang & Elliot 1994; Neuman, 
2003). 
       To obtain the first few participants who might have known other participants, the 
researcher used word-of-mouth until the identified participant was able to refer her to other 
African women managers in the manufacturing industry.  A limitation of snowballing is 
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that the initial respondents may direct the researcher to other people who have similar 
views to them (Barker, Pistrang, & Elliot, 1994; de Vos et al., 2002).  To address this 
limitation the researchers may limit the number of incentives that the participants receive 
from partaking in the study (Schutt, 2004).  This ensures that participants will not 
recommend their friends or people who share similar beliefs with the aim of ensuring the 
friends obtain the incentives. Rather, the participants will refer the researcher to other 
participants who may give valuable inputs without any incentives for gain. 
       There were no incentives given to any participants taking part in the study and this 
automatically addressed this limitation.  In order for the participants to be included in the 
study the following criteria were set out.  The participants had to be African.  The 
Employment Equity Act (de Kock, 2005/06) uses the term ‘black’ generically to refer to 
Africans, Coloureds and Indians (de Kock, 2005-2006).  The study focused on the African 
segment of the term ‘black’, as defined by the Employment Equity Act. 
       The researcher made use of the term African to refer to the participants and the term 
black has been used to cite relevant original sources.  The participants had to be women 
who held middle managerial positions in a manufacturing industry company in the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan area.  For the purpose of the study, middle managers were identified 
as those individuals who are below senior management level and above the supervisory 
level (Grigoriadis & Bussin, 2007).  These managers head specific departments, implement 
top management’s policies, and usually have two management levels below them (Leedy, 
1993).   
       The manufacturing industry was another deciding factor of participation in the study. 
The sector was selected for practical reasons.  In order to maximize the chances of 
obtaining participants the researcher selected the largest sector of employment in the 
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geographical area within which the participants were based.  The following section 
provides details on the participants who took part in the study.  
4.1.3.2.Research Participants  
       From the outset the researcher could not stipulate the specific number of participants 
who would be involved in the study.  The reason was that the population studied was 
under-represented in research and the study did not aim at generalizing to the wider 
population. Rather the study aimed at giving the under-represented population an 
opportunity to share their experiences.  Qualitative research often undertakes to conduct 
research in areas or populations about which little is known (Barker, Pistrang & Elliot, 
1994).    
       Data saturation was used. When using data saturation, the decision on the number of 
participants is dependent on the data obtained from the participants.  The researcher 
continue to look for new participants until no new data forthcoming from the participants 
could be found (Barker, Pistrang & Elliot, 1994; Charmaz, 2005; de Vos et al., 2002). 
       After conducting three interviews, the researcher reached saturation in the area of 
coping strategies by African female managers in the manufacturing industry and 
discontinued any further interviews.   
4.1.4. Data Collection 
       Data collection refers to the concrete steps taken in order to obtain data from the 
research participants (Cone & Foster 2006).  The following section provides details on the 
measures followed by the researcher to collect data from the research participants.  
4.1.4.1.Research Interviews  
       Interviewing is the most prevalent method of collecting data in qualitative research (de 
Vos et al., 2002).  Interviewing gives research participants an opportunity to share their 
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stories, and interviews allow researchers a chance to see the world through the eyes of the 
participants (Cresswell, 1994; de Vos et al., 2002; Heaton, 2004). 
       The researcher selected this mode of collecting data, as research in the field is minimal 
and interviews would allow participants to share their views. There are many types of 
interviews and in the following section the data will detail the type of interview utilized in 
this study.  
4.1.4.1.1. Semi-structured Interviews  
       Semi-structured interviews were utilized as a method of collecting data in the study.  
According to de Vos et al., (2002) semi-structured interviews are used to gain an 
understanding of participants’ descriptions of their own circumstances. Questions should 
follow a logical sequence and be limited to only a few. Furthermore, de Vos et al. (2002) 
indicate that the researcher should encourage participants to share maximum information 
through the use of open-ended, non-biased, and non-judgmental questions. 
       In order to allow for optimal sharing of information by the participants, the researcher 
utilized semi-structured interviews in the current study.  The researcher achieved this by 
asking one opening question and allowing the participants to deviate from the structure 
when necessary, although always guided by the aims of the study.  
       One of the limitations of semi-structured interviews is that participants may be 
unwilling to share information or the researcher may not ask provoking questions and end 
up losing valuable data (de Vos et al., 2002).  In order to address this limitation researchers 
opting to utilize semi-structured interviewing have to ensure that they are well-versed in 
the research area (de Vos et al., 2002). 
       The researcher conducted a thorough literature review; this ensured a thorough 
understanding of the area studied, that the questions were relevant and based on the extant 
literature.   
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       Wengraf (2001) mentions that in semi-structured interviews most of the responses 
cannot be predicted, thus active participation from the interviewer is needed as the process 
sometimes take completely unexpected turns.  The researcher addressed this by making use 
of open-ended questions, utilizing an audio-recorder to record responses and taking notes 
throughout the interviews.  These methods allowed the researcher to not only focus on the 
questions asked, but also to listen actively and respond to the information elicited without 
the fear of losing valuable information. The audio-tape captured all that was said. 
4.1.4.1.2. Open-ended Questioning  
       Open-ended questioning is used by many researchers in semi-structured interviewing. 
The reason is that in open-ended questioning, the researcher asks questions that do not 
require a yes or no response; the questions give the participants opportunities to think more 
openly and broadly about the issue and provide responses in an unlimited manner 
(Wengraf, 2001).  Neuman (2003) further supports the use of open-ended questions in 
explorative research.  The researcher elected to use this type of questioning because of the 
limited nature of research on the topic.  
       Open-ended questioning may lead to voluminous information and may require the 
researcher to be fully present and active in the process (de Vos et al., 2002).  Due to the 
possible voluminous nature of the data, note taking may not be sufficient. To decrease the 
extent of this potential pitfall, the researcher used audio-recording in the interviews.  
4.1.4.1.3. Research Questions  
       The researcher made use of one guiding question in the interviews. This question was: 
“Tell me about your experiences as a black female manager in your place of work”.  The 
researcher probed the participants for further information in instances where further clarity 
on their coping strategies was required.  The probes were aimed at revealing participants’ 
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coping strategies and ensuring that the participants did not lose focus in their responses. 
The following section will highlight the steps taken by the researcher to analyse the data 
that were obtained in the study.  
4.1.5. Data Analysis 
       Tesch (1990) indicates that qualitative research is a fallacy.  In Tesch’s opinion 
qualitative research does not exist, and there are only qualitative data. Tesch refers to 
qualitative data as any information that is obtained by the researcher and is not expressed 
in numbers. Authors, de Vos et al. (2002) refer to qualitative data analysis as messy, 
tedious and a process that gives the researcher room for creativity.  Conversely, Creswell 
(1998) views qualitative data analysis as a spiral process, since the process of analyzing is 
not fixed. 
       The three authors’ description of the process exemplifies the complexity of the 
qualitative analysis process.  Below is a detailed account of how the researcher made sense 
of the data collected in the study.   
The researcher utilized Tesch’s (1990) qualitative analysis steps to analyse the data.  
The researcher read all the information carefully in order to get a sense of the whole.  After 
reading the information the researcher selected one interview that grabbed her attention the 
most.  This interview was re-read and relevant portions of the data were separated from 
their context. This was achieved through writing brief descriptions of the separated 
portions in the margins of the pages.  Each transcribed interview was re-read and significant 
features were noted, topics were listed and any information irrelevant to the topic was 
eliminated.   
       The data were then coded. This involved grouping similar categories and deciding on 
the final abbreviation of the grouped data.  The data were then combined and analysed.  
The final step involved recoding and repeating the steps. This was done only when 
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necessary. One of the limitations of qualitative research is the difficulty in ensuring the 
authenticity of the results (Neuman, 2003).  The section below will detail attempts made by 
the researcher to ensure that the data analysis process was trustworthy.  
4.1.6. Data Verification  
       Creswell (1994) mentions that although qualitative data cannot be generalised to other 
studies, ensuring the credibility of the data in qualitative research is pertinent.  Creswell 
further indicates that qualitative researchers need to ensure that their data are accurate and 
appropriate.  In order to ensure the credibility of the data in the study, the researcher 
utilized Lincoln and Guba’s model of trustworthiness (Guba and Lincoln, 1985).    
       Trustworthiness is essential in qualitative research as this ensures that the research 
findings are an accurate reflection of the data obtained.  The trustworthiness model 
highlights four criteria for ensuring trustworthiness.  These include: truth value, 
applicability, consistency and neutrality.   
4.1.6.1.Truth Value  
       Truth value is concerned with whether the researcher has established the truth in the 
findings applicable to the context of the study.   Truth value can be verified by allowing the 
participants to check the data after they have been analysed by the researcher. This is an 
effective way of making certain that the themes are reflective of what was discussed with 
the participants (Creswell, 1994; Guba & Lincoln, 1985). 
       In the study, the researcher gave each participant the themes for verification. The 
second factor of the model is discussed below.  
4.1.6.2.Applicability  
       Applicability is concerned with determining the extent to which the findings of the 
study are applicable to other contexts with different research participants (Creswell, 1994). 
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The researcher compared the sample of African women managers with the results of 
studies done with similar groups.  For example, the researcher compared the results to 
studies done on African-American managers and African nurses.  This will become more 
evident in Chapter Five. The researcher made use of the literature and studies done on 
similar groups in order to verify the results.  The following subsection explores 
consistency.  
4.1.6.3.Consistency  
       Consistency evaluates whether a repetition of the same research with the same and 
other subjects would yield similar findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  In order to ensure 
consistency in the study, the researcher made use of the services of an experienced 
research psychologist who analysed the data using the same method as the researcher. The 
emerging themes of the researcher were then compared to those of the research 
psychologist.  This is important as it ensures the internal validity of the study (Creswell, 
1994).   
4.1.6.4.Neutrality  
       Neutrality is concerned with whether findings are a function solely of the participants 
and conditions of the research, and not of other biases, motivations, and perspectives 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  Guba and Lincoln (1985) indicate the importance of applying 
confirmability in ensuring neutrality. Confirmability was achieved through: auditing, 
triangulation, and reflexivity. Auditing is performed to ascertain the soundness of the data 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). 
       Auditing was achieved through the use of an independent researcher who checked the 
results.  In addition, the researcher consulted two experienced research supervisors and this 
helped reflect and separate the researcher’s own feelings from the results of the study.  As 
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the study involved real people sharing real experiences to the researcher, it was important 
to ensure that the participants were not harmed in any way.  The following section will 
highlight the steps taken by the researcher to ensure that the data gathering process, data 
analysis and interpretation were all carried out in an ethical manner.   
4.1.7. Ethical Considerations 
       Heaton (2004) indicates that ethical considerations for social research are disseminated 
by four main groups. These are: professional associations, funders of the research, ethics 
committees, and university departments.  As an Intern Clinical Psychologist, the researcher 
was first and foremost guided by the ethical guidelines of the guiding body for the 
psychology profession, the Health Professions Council of South Africa. 
       This body has an ethics code for psychologists. This code highlights professional 
conduct in areas such as confidentiality, informed consent, and other criteria.  The study 
was not specifically guided by the professional body. However, as the research forms part 
of qualification towards a clinical psychology qualification, the researcher considered it 
necessary to adhere to the principles of the body in conducting the research.  
Secondly, the research study was funded by the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
research scholarship. However, the funders did not impose any ethical guidelines on the 
researcher.  Thirdly, the Department of Psychology has general ethical guidelines, such as 
working under a supervisor and co-supervisor linked to the department that had to be 
adhered to. 
       The main body that imposed ethical guidelines on the current study is the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan University’s Human Research Ethics Committee.  The researcher 
applied for the right to conduct the study and the committee assessed whether the ethical 
requirements were met and granted the researcher the right to proceed with the study.  The 
following section highlights specific ethical aspects that were considered in the study.  
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4.1.7.1.Informed Consent  
       Obtaining informed consent in research implies that research participants are informed 
fully of the nature of the research, any possible risks, and that they have not been coerced 
into taking part in research (Creswell, 1993; de Vos et al., 2002; Heaton, 2004). In the 
study informed consent was achieved through entering into contractual agreements with 
the participants, at the outset of the study. 
       The purpose of the study was stated clearly from the outset.  Participants were 
approached for informed consent to use tape recording, note taking and questioning them 
about personal and on-the-job matters. The participants were informed of their permission 
to refuse the use of the tape recorder and that such refusal would not in any way be used by 
the researcher to exclude participants from further participation in the study. 
       In addition, participants were informed of their access to the recorded tapes. 
All the matters mentioned above were discussed with the individual participants. The 
participants further signed a consent form in which they gave their consent to partaking in 
the study. (Please refer to Appendix B for the NMMU Research Ethics Committee consent 
form.)  Giving consent is not to the same as giving away one’s right of privacy. This will 
be discussed below.  
4.1.7.2.Anonymity and Violation of Privacy  
       Anonymity means that every research participant’s identity remains anonymous and 
any variable that could potentially identify participants is removed from the study 
(Cresswell, 1993; de Vos et al., 2002).  In order to ensure anonymity the researcher 
stressed that participation in the study was voluntary and participants were free to 
withdraw at any stage of the study. 
       Participants were further fully informed of the strategies to ensure their anonymity and 
confidentiality. Their names or any other characteristics that could be used to identify 
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them, such as a company name, were not included in the study in order to protect their 
privacy.  Attempts at ensuring confidentiality are discussed in the section below.  
4.1.7.3.Confidentiality   
       Confidentiality refers to keeping any information that has the potential to harm 
participants; for example legal issues, or any other information that the participants ask the 
researcher not to reveal in the study (Heaton, 2004).  In order to ensure confidentiality, the 
researcher did not reveal any information that could potentially give away the identity of 
the participants. 
       Another practical example of ensuring confidentiality was when one participant asked 
the researcher to destroy the recorded tape once the data had been transcribed. The 
researcher agreed to this and kept her word and destroyed the tape.  
4.1.7.4.Debriefing  
       The nature of the study could cause emotional issues to arise.  Therefore, the 
researcher debriefed the participants after taking part in the study. The participants were 
informed that should the need arise referral would be made either to a private psychologists 
at their own cost or the University Psychology Clinic at a considerably reduced cost.  The 
ethical issues considered above ensured limited negative consequences from taking part in 
the study.   
4.1.8. Conclusion   
       This chapter has highlighted the methodology followed to conduct the research. The 
study was exploratory and qualitative in nature.  The researcher made use of snowballing 
sample in order to identify the participants, since research in the field is minimal.  The 
researcher interviewed three participants in order to allow for an in-depth exploration of a 
few members of the identified group’s experiences.  Teschs’s (1990) qualitative analysis 
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tools were utilized to analyze the data and Guba and Lincoln’s (1985) model of 
trustworthiness was used to verify the data.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
5. Discussion of the Findings and Data Verification 
5.1. Chapter Preview  
       The purpose of the study was to explore the coping strategies of African women 
middle managers in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area. 
This chapter will discuss the results of the study and conduct a literature control.  The 
purpose of a literature control is to ascertain the applicability of the findings to the review 
on the existing research and data (Creswell, 1994).   
       The researcher made use of semi-structured interviews in order to collect data.   The 
semi-structured interviews were aimed at providing structure through set questions and 
allowing the participants to divert the interviews into aspects they wished to disclose to the 
interviewer and to thereby enrich the data.  The sample consisted of three African female 
managers who held middle management positions in the manufacturing industry in the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area. 
       The participants were all bilingual isiXhosa and English speaking women and all the 
interviews were conducted in English.  The data were analysed and organised according to 
Tesch’s data analysis of qualitative research (Tesch, 1990).  During the analysis of the data 
the researcher grouped the views of the participants into themes and sub-themes.  The 
themes are tabulated in Table 1 below and a detailed explanation of each theme and sub-
theme is provided further in the chapter.   
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Table 1 Emerging Themes and Sub-Themes  
THEMES                                                                          SUB-THEMES        
THEME 1: Work context                    Male Domination  
                                                                   Sexism  
                                                                   Dual Roles     
                                                             Discrimination  
                                                                   Different Expectations  
                                                                   Pressure to Prove Oneself 
Racism  
                                                             Lack of Support From Female Colleagues  
                                                             Feeling Isolated  
THEME 2: Supportive factors             Female Support  
                                                             Marital Support  
                                                             Childcare Support                             
                                                             Extended Family Support  
THEME 3: Coping strategies              Managerial Strategies   
                                                                   Empowerment  
                                                                   Communication    
                                                             Personal Strategies  
                                                                   Assertiveness    
                                                                   Positive attitude  
                                                                   Demonstration of Strength  
                                                                  Emotion-focused Coping 
                                                                  Situational Coping                                                                          
                                                                  Work Ethic      
                                                                 Spirituality                                                                                                     
5.1.1. Theme one: Work Context 
 The literature review in Chapter Two showed that African female managers have to 
contend with a number of challenges from various systems in which they exist in South 
Africa.  Chapter Two highlighted the context for managers; specific reference was made to 
women in management and more specifically to African women in management.   The 
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extant literature showed that the experiences of African women managers cannot be 
equated with those of women in general, as these women face the double burden of being 
women who are also African (Bell, Denton, & Nkomo, 1993; Luhabe 2002).   
       The participants indicated that their industry is male-dominated, discrimination against 
them as African females is prevalent, a lack of female colleagues exacerbates the 
challenges as they do not have peers who can fully understand their struggles and 
triumphs, and they in turn feel isolated.   
 Upon discussing their work context, it became apparent that there were a lot of 
boundaries and rules stipulated in the work context.  The participants indicated that these 
were sometimes overt and sometimes covert.  Boundaries and rules act as guideposts for 
members in a system; they stipulate who belongs to a system and who does not, ways of 
relating, and ways of incorporating information from other systems. 
       The following sub-themes detail the context for African women managers in the 
manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan area.  
5.1.1.1.Male Domination  
       Crampton and Mishra (1999) indicate that women in management positions are faced 
with the task of battling male-dominated establishments.  The authors further stated that 
the corporate world views women as lacking the skills considered to be necessary in 
management.  Those skills are associated with traditionally masculine traits as feminine 
traits are not viewed as being important in management.    
       Corporate South Africa is not immune to the phenomenon of male domination.  In 
South Africa male domination affects African women worse than their white female and 
black male counterparts (Kemp, 2002; Luhabe, 2002; Parasuraman, 1993).   
       In the current study the participants spoke of the difficulty of being in a male-
dominated industry.  This is inferred in the following quotation by respondent 2:   
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       Let’s face it; it’s a male-dominated world and sexism exists.   
       Respondent 1 also highlighted the challenge of working in a male-dominated industry: 
I go to work in safety shoes, jeans, and a shirt.  I look like a boy. You know what I 
mean.  It’s not the kind of thing you would expect a lady to do. When someone sees me 
over the weekend wearing skirts they think it doesn’t add up.  You know what I’m 
saying.   
 The respondent experienced male domination as a challenge in the following way:  
The meetings that I normally go to or the presentations, the majority of them are 
males. Maybe out of that meeting we are only two ladies. The majority are men.  But I 
don’t feel intimidated anymore, that’s the type of industry.  It’s gonna take time to 
actually see the transition of females to top positions.   
One respondent’s view was that the manufacturing industry is a type of industry that is 
dominated by males.  This is supported by Bell and Madula (2001), who make mention of 
male domination in the manufacturing industry at the managerial, supervisory, and 
operational levels.  Nondwe (1998) indicates that in the Eastern Cape there is no equal 
representation of men and women in the workplace, and that women are over-represented 
in service, sales, and semi-professional jobs. 
       Despite national policies, such as the Employment Equity Act and Affirmative Action, 
women are under-represented in corporate South Africa.  Some of the quotes above 
highlight male domination and the two respondents link male domination to sexism.  The 
following sub-theme highlights sexism.   
5.1.1.1.1. Sexism 
       Bruno (1980) refers to sexism as the viewpoint that one gender is inferior to the other 
because of belonging to the opposite sex.   The view of women as homemakers who cannot 
perform in managerial positions was highlighted in the literature review section (Brink & 
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de la Rey, 2001; Kemp, 2002; Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 1993).  The studies show that 
women were expected to be homemakers and were therefore not given the same 
responsibilities as their male counterparts. In the study, the respondents expressed the 
following views on sexism. Respondent 2 stated:  
It’s a male dominated world and um sexism exists. A lot of sexism instantly you’re a      
woman cause like its not good , you’re seen as  not good enough and even worse you 
are a black woman lets face it, like South Africa I’ll be very frank with you, South 
Africa has a history, but its how you have received it that makes a difference.   
Respondent 3 stated: 
I think there were actually a lot of challenges; they wanted to see what a black female 
could actually do.  Can she actually cope? I think I have been tested so many times.  
People actually in the same team go behind my back and say things.   
 Littrell and Nkomo (2005) highlighted the problem of African women being 
undermined as managers; the authors indicate that this becomes more problematic when 
African women are managers because often in the workplace, colleagues and subordinates 
struggle to let go of the domestic worker stereotype.  Littrell and Nkomo’s argument 
supports the view of the participants in the study who indicated that they were expected to 
under-perform in their positions due to belonging to the female instead of the male gender 
group.    
5.1.1.1.2. Dual Roles 
       Women tend to deal with the complexity of being a mother, wife, and working at the 
same time.  Crampton and Mishra (1999) indicate that this complicates the career progress 
of women.  Women have to take care of their families and they often put their families 
before their jobs, as opposed to males who can have both family and a career at the same 
time, as the spouse often takes the role of a full time parent.   
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Respondent 1 stated;  
All of these things conflict, they take up too much of your energy; they demand your 
time because when I get home I have to be a mother and a wife O.K.? Whatever 
happened at work, whatever pressures, they don’t have a place in my home. 
Respondent 3 further stated:  
Fine from time to time you travel.  You are not at home and you miss your child. Then 
you spend the whole weekend locked indoors trying to recover lost time whatever. 
       Bardwick’s (1980) model, Seasons of a Woman’s Life, was reviewed in Chapter 2.  
The model is not specific to race; the model refers to all women.  Bardwick indicates that 
during the transition stage, the stage where women have young children, women are said 
to focus on marriage and commitment although they are aware of and have an interest in 
their careers.  The central theme of this theory is that women spend a great deal of their 
lives focusing on raising their families and only start to take their careers seriously later in 
life.  Two of the respondents in the study contradict the findings above as they all indicated 
that their commitment to their families was equally as important as their commitment to 
their jobs.  
Respondent 1 indicated:  
So I think my manager understands that I’m a mom, I’m a wife and I need to make 
time for my family.  Work comes first but he understands that I give it my all and when 
I say I need time to be with my family he never refuses or says no because he 
understands that at work I am 100% and at home I must be 100%. So if my work 
suffers my home is gonna suffer and if my home suffers my work is gonna suffer as 
well.   
Respondent 2 supported the findings above and indicated:  
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So I had to cope with not being at home, coming to work, I had to go to school almost 
four times a week. So I didn’t see my child.  When I got home I wouldn’t see him 
because he was asleep.  I only saw him in the mornings, I had to wash him and take 
him to school.  I would basically see him on weekends.  All those things are important. 
       Lo, Stone, and Ng (2003) conducted a study on the kinds of work-family conflict 
experienced by female married professionals with children in Hong Kong and the coping 
strategies they adopted. The findings showed that work-family conflict was a significant 
problem for married professionals.  Work led to guilt and frustration for those women who 
felt that they were not doing a good job of motherhood. 
       These findings support what the participants in this study expressed.  All the women in 
the study repeatedly expressed the difficulty of dealing with the pressures of 
simultaneously being both a mother and a manager.   The following sub-theme highlights 
discrimination and the various facets in which discrimination is manifested in their work 
context.  
5.1.1.2.Discrimination   
       Bruno (1980) refers to discrimination as taking elements and grouping them into 
categories.  Bruno indicates that discrimination is often used for sorting people, and thus 
becomes problematic.  Examples include categorising men from women, black people 
from white people, and managers from non-managers, and so on.  The reviewed literature 
showed that African women face discrimination in the workplace.   Duehr and Bono 
(2006) and Phendla (2004) stipulate that African women managers are treated differently 
from their black male and white female counterparts in the workplace. 
       The following section discusses the different expectations experienced by the 
participants in their work context. The expectations differ from those put to their white 
counterparts.    
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5.1.1.2.1. Different Expectations  
       The literature shows that African women managers face the task of dealing with men 
and women who view them as incapable of functioning in the male-dominated world 
(Brink & de la Rey, 2001; Kemp, 2002; Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 1993).  Little (1996) 
argues that African female managers have more challenges to contend with, as they are 
black and women simultaneously, and yet they are expected to outperform their white male 
and female and black male counterparts. 
       The respondents in the study confirmed these findings by indicating that a lot more is 
expected from them by their peers, subordinates, and superiors.  The expectations also 
surpassed those of the white managers.  
Respondent 1 stated that:  
I found that there is more tolerance for the white counterparts than there is for the 
black counterparts.   
Respondent 2 further confirms the differing expectation based on race:   
What I hate, I understand their position but I’ve also been in the industry for more 
than five years.  I’ve got experience.  I’m saying that if it was a white counterpart they 
would not have done it.  Why should it be done to me? 
       Hite (1996) conducted a study in the United States of America on black women 
holding managerial positions or positions that led to management.  The results of the study 
showed that black women were faced with the task of showing that they were worthy of 
their positions by meeting standards that were often higher than those applied to white 
majority peers.  This supports the experiences of the participants in the study. The sub-
theme that follows discusses the demand for the participants to continually prove 
themselves.  
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5.1.1.2.2. Pressure to Prove Oneself 
Hite (1996) conducted a study in the United States of America on black women 
holding managerial positions or positions that led to management.  Hite found that policies 
such as affirmative action undermined the women’s accomplishments and led to the 
popular assumptions that they were employed in the positions due to being black females.    
      In the current study all the respondents unanimously indicated that they were 
constantly undermined by their superiors, peers, and subordinates at different levels and 
that they consistently had to prove themselves, their competence, and fight for their 
positions.  The participants indicated that this was due to the perceptions of those around 
them that they had been employed due to Employment Equity policies that favour the 
development of black women. 
       This supports results of Hite’s (1996) study that the policies lead to perceptions that 
black women were employed only because of their race and gender.   
According to Respondent 1:  
You constantly have to prove that it is gonna work. I am right, you have to constantly 
prove yourself because other people think oh she is new and she got this post because 
of her race. She has got 5 years experience, or 4 years we have been here for 20 years. 
We have been doing it this way forever. Why should we change because she says so? 
Respondent 2 supported the notion and stated:  
O.K and you don’t have access to them its really difficult to break that perception um 
perceptions there, there is something called perceptions, it sounds really silly but it 
happens, there are certain ehr if X says this and its all it is like its like that and you 
have to prove yourself and the only time you actually get to hear about those 
perceptions is when you have been proven otherwise and you don’t really know about 
it.   
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Respondent 3 supported the view and stated:  
I think there were actually a lot of challenges; they wanted to see what a black female 
could actually do.  Can she actually cope? 
5.1.1.2.3. Racism  
       Terhune (2008) indicates that for black women racism and sexism are an unavoidable 
part of life.  This becomes more so in environments where white people with a history of 
racial prejudice dominate.  Although South Africa is under the rule of a black government, 
corporate South Africa is largely under the rule of white males (Watkins & Mauer, 1994).    
       Respondent 1 shared an encounter she had with a fellow woman manager who 
discriminated against her on the basis of race in a women’s conference;  
She said what knowledge have you got to share? I said no I feel sorry for your students 
because your attitude is not doing much for the engineering industry and black 
women.   Luckily the lady next to her said but your attitude is not right.  This is the 
reason why she is the only black person standing here because of people like you.  I 
saw that she was looking very embarrassed.  
Respondent 3 supported this and expressed her views on her different remuneration:  
I’m saying that if it was a white counterpart they would not have done it.  Why should 
it be done to me? Are you saying black people are not good enough to earn the same 
remuneration because it’s a promotion?  
Respondent 3 further stated that due to her race an employee left his job:  
The other person could not work under me, so he left. He came direct and told me he 
did not see himself reporting to me.  I think another issue, he had this thing that, that 
position was for me so he even tried to stop the whole promotion.  So I just dealt with 
him at that point, at the time I told him either he works under me or find another job.  
He got another job. 
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Respondent 2 supported the notion that racism exists in the manufacturing industry and 
stated:  
As a young black woman you find that it’s a shock that the right things are being said, 
but when it comes to practice, ha! It’s an entirely different ball game and some things 
you find that you cannot actually talk about them you cannot exactly put your finger 
on them. It manifests itself in a lot of things. I would say, if I can use the word, 
intangible things. 
Luhabe (2002) indicates that in the workplace, as a form of aversive racism, white 
people in South Africa tend to demean black people through behaviours that belittle the 
blacks.  The author provides examples such as avoiding contact, helping in an unhelpful 
way, and blaming the black colleagues or managers.  This supports the notion of racism 
that the respondents referred to.  
       The respondents indicated various forms of racial discrimination. These range from 
lower remuneration than their white counterparts, refusal by subordinates to report to a 
black woman manager, subtle behaviours, and fellow female managers publicly 
undermining one of the respondents. 
5.1.1.3.Lack of Female Colleague Support  
       Respondents in the study reported conflicting views on their relationships with their 
female colleagues.  They reported that whilst female colleagues are there for them in 
certain ways, their support did not meet expectations.   The participants indicated that the 
other female colleagues do not sabotage anything they do, but rather that these females 
stand on their own and do not offer solidarity against male domination.   
       The participants also highlighted the limited number of female colleagues in the 
industry. Respondent 1 stated that:  
       So at the same level that I am there, there are no females in my department. 
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Respondent 3 supported this:   
       There are a few females that are managers especially in a position which is directly 
linked to our customers.  
       Bell, Denton and Nkomo (1993) support the findings above and state that although 
there has been an improvement in the number of African women in the workplace, the 
women have not succeeded in entering management in large numbers.  
       The respondents further indicated that they do not get the level of support that they 
expected from the few female colleagues in their places of employment. Respondent 1 
stated:  
I don’t think there is support as such, but within my company I think I’ve found people 
and a lot of us try to get together.  When you see someone even in these meetings you 
say O.K. here’s another black lady and try to get together and talk, but some people 
are not into that. I’m talkative and loud so when I get to a meeting I want to know who 
you are, from which department.  It helps to have contacts with people at the same 
level as you even if they are black.  Some people are not into that networking some 
people are just like I’m doing this for me.  Why must I be a beaver and become 
democratic. Why must I do that, its all about me?  There are still people like that but 
then again maybe it’s just that personality in general, some people are not welcoming. 
       The results of a study conducted by Duehr and Bono (2006) in the United States of 
America examined whether anything had changed with respect to management and gender 
stereotypes. They found that female managers' gender stereotypes had shifted slightly toward a 
same-sex bias. This means that these females are biased towards fellow females.  The lack of 
female colleagues leads to feelings of isolation; this will be discussed below.  
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5.1.1.4.Feeling Isolated   
       “The higher you go, in these corporations…the lonelier you are as a minority… 
especially as a black woman…The support that is needed very often is not there for the 
minority, and for a minority woman, even more so…” (Hite, 1996, p.13). Hite (1996) 
further attributed loneliness to lack of role models, mentors, and peers with whom to share 
frustrations and experiences.   
       This was confirmed by respondents who reported feeling isolated in their various 
places of employment.  They attributed this to the fact that they could not completely share 
their fears and weakness with their counterparts who were mainly white; on the other hand, 
they could not share their frustrations with their black colleagues who in many instances 
were their subordinates.   
       Respondent 2 indicated that; 
Let me tell you the higher you go the colder it becomes. O.K. So when you find out that 
there is notice even in the social functions.  Automatically because you need people.  
Somebody that speaks your language.  I’m not saying language in the practical sense.  
Somebody that is gonna understand where you are coming from you find that 
automatically umm it’s different because you have similar social interests.  One needs 
that, that is why to have the balance because it really gets lonely.  It can be very lonely 
being on your own and it’s too much to bear.   
Respondent 2 stated that;  
O.K. and uh the biggest challenge that faces us particularly as black people in 
management going up is that uh you are in a so called privileged position and you 
cannot off-load to a person like lower than you because there’s certain confidentiality 
and all of those things.  You don’t quite fit in with people at the bottom because they 
see you as a there’s an us and a them.  You are actually caught in the middle somehow.  
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And depending on the individuals you’re dealing with you find that there will be 
individuals with your colleagues that everything you are saying they will find fault 
with.   
Parasuraman and Greenhaus (1993) support the experiences of these respondents and 
indicate that for black managers being on top is demanding, as they are constantly being 
judged, and should they perform unsatisfactorily, this is often used against them.  It is as if 
people wait for these managers to perform badly and start pointing their fingers.   
The next theme on supportive factors extracted the findings indicates where these 
women experienced support.   
5.1.2. Theme two:  Supportive Factors 
 In order to understand the current theme it is important to understand that the 
participants indicated the need to draw on the resources of the systems to which they were 
connected in order to function optimally.  The respondents received support from the 
various sub-systems to which they belonged in the workplace and they were impacted on 
by the various sub-systems. 
       The respondents indicated the following sub-systems as forms of support in ensuring 
that they cope with the various challenges placed on them. The female sub-system is a way 
that assists growth; African female manager – white colleagues; African female manager-
marital relationship; African female manager-childcare support; and African female 
manager-extended family.  The following sub-theme highlights female support.   
5.1.2.1.Female Support  
       Luhabe (2002) indicates that by the 1990s women had been afforded the opportunity 
to enter the workplace and occupy leadership positions.  Two of the respondents indicated 
that their female counterparts saw them as competition; therefore they did not form 
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networks for mutual development.  On the other hand, the participants indicated that 
having colleagues who were female managers was a coping strategy against the various 
stressors mentioned in the section above.  Other females knew what it was like to be 
female in a male-dominated industry. 
       However, they indicate a contradiction in this respect: Respondent 2 reported,  
We find that; know there’s something that draws women together.  You know there’s a 
feminine side.   Because at the moment it’s too much. There is too much masculinity 
and that’s why I believe as women in leadership we need to bring the balance of 
females.  Whatever, women are there they are seen as the ambassadors and 
representatives to break masculinity, to bring the balance actually, not to break it.   
Respondent 3 supported the view:  
I won’t say they (other females) are not supportive. I think they are doing their job you 
know.  Since we are part of the same team we are working together.  If one is 
struggling you are going to help each other to actually achieve the goal of the 
company.  
       Crampton and Mishra (1999) found that women in several organizations developed 
their own networks, where female employees could join to gain and provide 
encouragement, support, and share information and experiences to help foster their own 
career development. 
       The section below highlights the importance of having a supportive spouse in coping 
with the demands of being an African female manager. 
5.1.2.2.Marital Support  
       Lyons (2002) published a paper on psychosocial stressors related to job stress and 
women in management.  According to Lyons (2002) working women find having a 
husband who supports them and helps with domestic duties helpful. The respondents in the 
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current study support this view.  The respondents indicated that having husbands who 
supported them was a defence against work-job conflict and supported the marital 
relationship, therefore allowing them time to focus on both the role of mother-wife and 
manager (Beutell & Greenhaus, 1983; Brink & de La Rey, 2001).    
Respondent 1 illustrated it in the following way:  
To be a father in these days is to be a half father and a half mother.  Just like I’m half 
mother and half father. So to have a husband doesn’t mean you have someone else 
who relies on you necessarily. He does rely on me and I also rely on him.  We must 
help each other out because both our careers are demanding.  It’s 50/50 we say so all 
the time so ja.   
Respondent 3 reported:  
With married life I think my husband has already adjusted to that.  He has been 
helping me a lot. Looking after the child, cooking, actually he has been the mother.  
In the study the first and third respondents attested to the fact that their spouses helped 
them look after the children and the household.  These women indicated that their spouses 
did not have a problem helping them. 
The following section explains the importance of having a domestic worker to assist 
with child care.  
5.1.2.3.Childcare Support   
 Lo, Stone, and Ng (2003) conducted a study in Hong Kong on working women and 
found that one of the coping strategies against dealing with work-family conflict was 
having someone look after the children, clean their houses, and run errands for them in the 
form of a nanny or domestic assistance while they were at work. In the current study the 
African women managers indicated that the help of nannies was extremely important in 
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their lives, as their husbands were also working and they did not have anyone to look after 
their children during the day.  
Respondent 3 attested that:   
During the day my son has a nanny but as soon as I’m back from work she goes home. 
So after hours it’s myself or my husband looking after our child.  
Respondent 2 supported the need for a nanny to care for her young child: 
       I had a nanny; yes I did have a nanny who was taking care of him. Only for a year.   
 These results are similar to the results of Brink and de La Rey (2001).  These authors 
found that for working women, having domestic assistance to take care of the children, 
took the pressure off them and gave them time to focus on their jobs and spend quality 
time with their children. 
 The following section highlights the importance of the extended family in supporting 
the African women managers in the current study.  
5.1.2.4.Extended Family Support   
       The black American women (Hite, 1996) perceived having a supportive family 
member as a key influence regarding their personal goals and life perspective.  Lyons 
(1992) supports this view by indicating that seeking adequate support from family and 
friends can be helpful for women in managerial positions.  
       The results in the current study indicate that the women used the extended family to 
help them cope.  The extended family was also a source of supported that assists in times 
of trouble.  This is illustrated by Respondent 1 below: 
I’ve got my family members who are very spiritual. I phone them often and tell them 
that I’ve got this problem; I don’t know what to do.   
Respondent 3 supported the influence of family in coping with her work:   
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All I have is my family, you know, my sister, my siblings, family, in-laws, and my other 
family.  
All the participants in the study indicated the importance of keeping family and work 
lives separate.  Respondents 1 and 3 indicated the importance of putting 100 percent effort 
into their work and not allowing work to get in the way of their family life.  Respondent 1 
reported as follows:  
So I think my manager understands that I’m a mom, I’m a wife and I need to make time 
for my family.  Work comes first but he understands that I give it my all and when I say 
I need time to be with my family he never refuses or says no because he understands 
that at work I am 100% and at home I must be 100%. So if my work suffers my home is 
gonna suffer, and my home suffers, my work is gonna suffer as well. 
Respondent 2 supported the view of separating family from home life in the following 
quote:  
I do not compromise when it comes to my family.  I’m very strict, when I was starting 
as well.  Every night like by 7 or 7.30 pm supper must be ready.  Mommy must cook all 
of those things, so now being a student, being an employee, being a wife you name it 
means there is no time.  
The current theme has highlighted the various strategies of coping, as identified by the 
participants.   
5.1.3. Theme 3: Coping Strategies.  
       All of the participants expressed confidence in their abilities. As individuals, they were 
autonomous, made their own decisions, they were assertive and determined and seeked to 
merge their goals with those of their subordinates, company, and colleagues for the 
attainment of the common good.   
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 Various theories of coping were reviewed in Chapter 2 and the following theme will 
utilise some of the theories reviewed in that chapter in order to ground the findings.  The 
theme is divided into two sections, namely: managerial strategies and personal strategies.   
5.1.3.1.Managerial Strategies 
       Rossouw (1996) indicates that corporate South Africa has undergone rapid changes.  
As a result managers need to formulate and implement strategies accordingly.  Strategic 
management is defined as “the process of formulating and implementing strategic response 
to the changed environment, so as to ensure the survival and success of the organisation” 
(Rossouw, 1996, p. 297).   
       Mufune (2003) argues that when conducting research on African management, 
researchers need to pay attention to the cultural factors within which organisations are 
embedded.  Ubuntu was reviewed in Chapter Two and the concept of Ubuntu is associated 
with the values: humanness, caring, sharing, respect, and compassion (Broodyk, 2002).  
Ubuntu might provide an understanding for African women’s coping, as most African 
people strive to adhere to the values associated with Ubuntu. 
       The following quotes embody the values of Ubuntu. Respondent 1 stated that:  
So it’s not easy but to keep a positive attitude helps and you should not be short 
tempered because at the same time you think that what if it was your parent in that 
position and report to a young child.  
Respondent 2 supported the notion of managing with the values of Ubuntu in the 
following statement:  
You have got to adjust; you have got to understand the people that work with you.  That 
goes for everyone; irrespective of whether they report to you.  If they report you, you 
have got to understand, you have got to be flexible and secure and know what makes a 
person tick.   
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Respondent 3 supported the two statements and indicated:  
So that’s how I actually cope by being open with my team.  It also helps me I learn 
from them.  So I’m open-minded, I’m not an I know it all person.  I do ask from other 
people, they have been here for a very long time , so in order for me to be  successful I 
need to listen to them and learn from their skills, so that’s how I cope. They support me 
so actually they are almost like, if they are not here how will I be able to cope? I am 
able to achieve my goals. We normally sit down and say what your achievements are.  I 
need to align myself, my goals with their goals and make sure our goals are aligned.  
      Mufune (2003) indicates that whilst it is important to understand the culture of African 
managers when researching their managerial style, it is important to note that these 
managers do not exist in an isolated African environment.  Some of their managerial 
strategies embody cultural African values and some do not, as they manage in 
environments that are dominated by other cultures and they are influenced by these 
cultures. 
       Communication is another strategy utilised by the respondents in their managerial 
style and is discussed in the sub-theme below.  
5.1.3.1.1. Communication   
       Usha (1999) indicates that the biggest problems or sources of dissatisfaction for 
managers are a lack of communication and co-operation between themselves, colleagues, 
and staff. In systems thinking, communication is an essential feature.  As parts of the 
system continue to communicate, the members become sensitized to each other’s desired 
and undesired patterns of interaction.  Interaction then becomes relative to the nature of the 
relationship desired (Becvar & Becvar, 1982).    
Respondent 3 highlighted the importance of communication: 
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If you are not happy with me come and talk. Don’t go behind my back. Tell me what 
you are not happy about.  I just tell it like it is, I believe in that if I don’t like something 
I get on with it. I will tell you immediately.  I don’t wait ten seconds or until the 
following day.  I don’t grudge, I just deal with the situation once and for all.  People 
should know where I stand.  That is what is important to me.  
Respondent 2 further supported the above quote and stated:  
It was actually a difficult transition.  For them initially I was a colleague and now I 
had to be a manager.  For them it was actually not easy.  They still saw me as a 
colleague, so the way I approached them I had to call them one by one. And the 
transition, I explained to them I am no longer a colleague now I am a manager so we 
need to respect each other.  The expectations I had to explain to each and every 
individual what is expected, where to draw the line.  We must respect the relationship, 
it does not mean that now that I’m a manager I’m big-headed, but it means that you 
must know where to draw the line.  So that was the transition.  I think last year people 
got used to it.   
       This is consistent with findings from a previous study on practice managers (Rout, 
1999). The findings indicate that efficient and effective communication and co-operation, 
as a team, required time and effort.  The findings indicated that in order for teams to be 
productive, communication was essential. Two of the respondents in the current study 
favour empowering subordinates and enabling them to grow and develop. This is discussed 
below.    
5.1.3.1.2. Empowerment   
       Watkins and Mauer (1994) conducted a study in South Africa and argued that the 
absence of values regarding dominance and competitiveness among black managers can be 
ascribed to suppression of all competition for privileges, or to attempts at appearing to be 
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at the same level as subordinates.  In the current study the participants indicated the need to 
encourage competition from subordinates.  Two of the respondents indicated the 
importance of empowering subordinates enough to be able to compete for the managerial 
jobs themselves. This contradicts Watkins and Mauer’s (1994) findings that black 
managers suppress competition.  The contradiction was expressed by Respondent 1. 
They can take my job in a few yeas time because I have got my own ambitions you see. 
It’s difficult for a white person because a white person has no where to go so if he 
develops you maybe you will take his job, you see.  So it’s easier for me because I 
know I’m not stuck where I am.  If I train someone else to take my job then it means  I 
am looking somewhere else you see but I think they understand that and I tell them 
everyday,  if you say you want to take my job that does not offend me because I want to 
look somewhere else. I’m  training you and I’m giving you all the knowledge that I 
possibly can to equip you to one day become a supervisor, manager, or something 
else. We are not jealous of each other. 
       Crampton and Mirsha (1999) highlight the importance of delegation and empowering 
subordinates in management.  These authors state that women in general struggle with 
these processes.  The African women managers in the current study indicated the 
importance of delegation and allowing others to do their jobs.  
According to Respondent 3;  
What is also important being a manager does not mean you know everything. It’s about 
everything it’s about achieving the results through people.  Each and every one of us 
we’ve got our own areas of specialty.  If I’m good at this let me deal with my area of 
specialty, Let other people deal with theirs, I think the other manager they are 
grappling with that people will think she is you know it all.   
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      The current sub-theme briefly identified managerial strategies as they emerged in the 
study.  In the section below I will discuss the final sub-theme, coping strategies.  
5.1.3.2.Personal Coping Strategies  
       As stated in Chapter 3, coping has a number of definitions and there is no one 
universal definition of coping.  Chapter 3 highlighted the various definitions of coping.  
The current sub-theme will utilise the various theories and relevant empirical research 
relevant to coping to discuss the findings.  Assertiveness is identified below.   
5.1.3.2.1. Assertiveness  
       As discussed in the work context theme, the participants in the study all indicated that 
their jobs were demanding and some of the pressures included expectations to outdo their 
white counterparts, constant undermining in their jobs, and constantly having to prove 
themselves.  All the participants indicated the need for assertiveness.  Bruno (1980) defines 
assertiveness as being firm without aggressive acts.   The participants indicated that this 
assisted them in getting their points across.   
       Respondent 3 stated:  
 The type of individual I am, if you have got a problem with me I go directly to you and 
I initiate a talk.  If you are not happy with me come and talk. Don’t go behind my back 
tell me what you are not happy about.  I just tell it like it is I believe in that if I don’t 
like something I get on with it I will tell you immediately.  I don’t wait ten seconds or 
until the following day.  I don’t grudge I just deal with the situation once and for all.  
People should know where I stand.  That is what is important to me. 
Respondent 2 supported the importance of assertiveness:   
Even with the colleagues for that matter, once you have shown that number one of the 
important skills as a managerial female is assertiveness and don’t confuse assertion 
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with aggression those are two different things O.K. You stand your ground and how do 
you become assertive if you don’t know your game right. 
Respondent 3 indicated;  
Keeping quiet will not help at all.  You must say what you feel; tell the relevant people 
it does not help to complain to people that cannot do anything for you. Get interested, 
look interested you know. Do your job, smile because if you are miserable you are 
gonna do nothing but make your life miserable here and at home and leave your work 
at work.  
       This is supported by Crampton and Mishra (1999) who highlight the importance of 
developing and exercising power in the managerial role. The aim of managers is to gain 
respect, not love. Managers should act in the role and use the power they have in the 
position in a respectful manner to gain the respect of subordinates.  The authors further 
indicate that competition exists in the workplace and that in order to survive; women need 
to have the necessary skills to fight. 
5.1.3.2.2. Positive Attitude 
       Attitude is “a more or less stable tendency to evaluate another person or object in a 
positive or negative manner” (Bruno, 1980, p. 548).  The authors indicate that attitude 
includes belief, behaviour and emotions.  Brink and de La Rey (2001) conducted a study 
that was aimed at identifying the coping strategies used by South African women managers 
in the public, corporate, and self-employed sectors.   Having a positive attitude was held in 
high regard by the women in the study. Two of the respondents in the current study 
identified the importance of a positive attitude in succeeding as African women managers 
in their positions.  Respondent 1 stated:  
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So it’s not easy, but to keep a positive attitude helps and you should not be short 
tempered because at the same time you think that what if it was your parent in that 
position and report to a young child. 
Respondent 2 supported this statement;  
Like I said I have a tendency to look and listen to what is not being said turn the 
negative to the positive.  Don’t ask me how but somehow you learn.   
       The importance of having a positive attitude is supported by Hite (1996) who indicates 
that survival in the white-dominated business world is accompanied by the will to succeed 
and a positive attitude.  Positive attitudes and having positive self-esteem and strength of 
personality were held in high regard by these women.    
5.1.3.2.3. Demonstration of Strength 
       Strümpfer (1995) proposed that strength is made up of a set of core beliefs that are 
difficult to validate scientifically.  Strümpfer further indicated that the strengths are not 
readily available to deal with all stressors throughout life.  Individuals are selective as to 
when to utilize the strengths.  The ability of women to juggle careers and motherhood is a 
demonstration of strength.  Respondent 2 indicated strength of character:  
You know, (laughs) strength is very important and people are driven by different 
things right and where I am coming from I give a lot.  My values O.K. I have very 
strong Christian values, so that is my guiding force and I don’t lock up things inside of 
me.  So it’s a matter of the heart.  It’s a matter of your intention.  It’s the intention 
more than the action O.K. because conflicts do manifest you get heated moments right.  
You get all of those things.  But at the end of the day you need to know if you are 
standing for the right thing. 
In highlighting the importance of strength, that is, core beliefs that the participants he ld 
respondent 3 stated:  
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The shop stewards think that they actually initiated for me to be in this position as if 
they like did me a favour you know that kind of attitude.  But I had to draw the line as 
well.  I’m educated this is not the only place, I mean you think you did me a favour, you 
didn’t do me any favour, it was meant to happen.  I can find a job in another place and 
be a manager.  I have been promoted by the employer.  So I don’t have to thank-you or 
anybody.  You know when somebody is saying that you must appreciate cause he 
actually put you in this position.  
      Crampton and Mishra (1999) indicate the importance of women managers having 
confidence in their abilities.  The confidence in their abilities translates itself in the 
women’s ability to believe in their own resources.  This supports the findings above 
regarding the importance of strength for African women in management.   
5.1.3.2.4. Emotional Strategies  
       Emotion refers to a feeling to individuals attach certain labels such as state of fear, 
happiness, and sadness (Bruno, 1980).  This section will provide the participant’s 
description into the ways they regulate their emotions in their places of employment.  In 
the current study the respondents indicated the importance of controlling their emotional 
response to the stressors so that they do not lose control or end up not being able to control 
them.  Respondent 2 expressed this as:  
I’ve learnt over the years that umm you earn people’s trust.  It’s not an overnight thing 
right and you earn the respect of the people once you’ve shown your true character in 
the process. Don’t burst out in tears like we are being pretty hard when things get 
heated like you burst into tears; I mean as women you know we are emotional beings.  
But gosh I think I don’t have any damn right to cry it does help to be strong.  You can 
cry at home.   
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Respondent 1 supported the importance of controlling the emotional response of the 
stressor and indicated:  
So it’s not easy but to keep a positive attitude helps you should not be short tempered.  
because at the same time you think that what if it was your parent in that position 
      This was further supported by the study conducted by Usha (1999) which indicated that 
women managers who were dissatisfied in their work used emotion-focused coping 
strategies.  Emotion-focused coping is aimed at controlling the emotional response 
associated with the stressors. People attempt to regulate the possible emotional 
consequences of stress through emotion-focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
5.1.3.2.5. Situational Coping  
       African women utilise a number of coping strategies.  This is supported by Rotondo, 
Carlson, and Kincaid, (2003) who indicate that all styles of coping are not equally effective 
with managing work-family conflict. African women managers in the current study utilize 
various styles to cope depending on the demand at hand.  In the study the respondents 
highlighted the following as the strategies of coping they utilized: spirituality and emotion- 
focused coping, leaning on the support system or social system, assertiveness and a 
number of other coping strategies have been mentioned as means of coping.   
       In the current study participants indicated the importance of modifying their own 
activities in order to cope.  This involves understanding the people around them, modifying 
their own behaviors, and empowering their subordinates.  This means that structural role 
definition was more important. Structural role definition involves modifying one’s own 
activities and the surrounding activities in order to cope with the task at hand.  It involves 
the adjustment of role tasks (Hall, 1972). 
        This was followed by personal role definitions where the participants change their 
expectation of roles (Hall, 1972).  One respondent encapsulates this as follows: 
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“Ummm expectations, manage expectations.  The day that you earn yourself the title 
of being a manager does not mean that you are going to be ehr, can I use the word 
pretty splurge manage.  It takes time to win people over through your actions and you 
are tested in many ways so your character because it’s very easy for people to lose 
their character when pressure is on.  Because umm there are times uh a lot of times 
you feel completely undermined but you mustn’t act”.  
Respondent 3 indicated the importance of modifying one’s own attitudes and activities in 
order to cope: 
Depending on the approach because most of my subordinates know I like to be open, 
any issues they have a problem with they can tell me.  If the approach is right I do 
listen.  I do handle things. People have come a couple of times and said we don’t like 
the way you handled something, can we handle it this way.  And I said O.K. I’m 
willing to listen because I’m also a person I do make mistakes.  Somebody must be 
able to apologise.  
       Lo, Stone, and Ng (2003) reported that the women in their study utilized “personal 
role redefinition” as the major coping strategy, followed by “reactive role redefinition”. 
Reactive role behaviour assumes that the demands placed on one by her roles are 
unchangeable; therefore people must work at finding ways of dealing with the demands of 
the roles (Hall, 1972). 
       Personal role redefinition involves changing one’s expectation of roles.  There were a 
few attempts to utilize a “structural role redefinition”. This involves modifying one’s own 
activities and the surrounding activities in order to cope with the task at hand; it is the 
adjustment of role tasks. The study utilised Halls’ (1972) method to analyse coping of the 
participants.   In the current study the participants utilized structural role definition and 
then personal role redefinition.  In a study conducted by Lo, Stone, and Ng (2003) of 
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personal role redefinition dominated as a strategy and was followed by reactive role 
redefinition.  This highlights discrepancy between the current study and the study 
conducted by Lo, Stone, and Ng (2003).  
5.1.3.2.6. Work Ethic  
       “Work ethic is the appreciation of hard work and finding satisfaction in work itself” 
(Watkins & Mauer, 1994, p 7).  In the current study all the participants expressed 
appreciation of their work and satisfaction gained from their work.   
Respondent 3 expressed it in the following way;  
When I started in this position I had just started doing my management diploma which 
I had to go to after hours.  It is a two-year course.  So I had to sacrifice two years of 
my life.  At that time I had a baby boy.  So it was a lot of sacrifice I was new on the job, 
I had to cope with new stressors, no one was helping me.  New people managing then I 
got married this year so it’s quite new. So I had to cope with not being at home, coming 
to work, I had to go to school almost four times a week. The job always got done and I 
had to find ways in which to do this.  
Respondent 1 indicated:  
So I think my manager understands that I’m a mom, I’m a wife and I need to make time 
for my family.  Work comes first but he understands that I give it my all and when I say 
I need time to be with my family he never refuses or says no because he understands 
that at work I am 100% and at home I must be 100%. 
Respondent 3 stated,                                                                                                         
Those kinds of things so you’ve got to speak the language of the entire business.  Mind you, 
you are not a general manager but you have got to be able to have a helicopter view and 
understand each and every aspect so that you can.  
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      Bell, Denton and Nkomo (1993) and Luhabe (2002) indicated that for black women, 
being in managerial positions meant that they had to go beyond the expectations of any of 
their counterparts.  These women must show in their work through their commitment and 
competence levels their dedication to their jobs.   
5.1.3.2.7. Spirituality  
       All the women in the current study indicated the importance of their spirituality as a 
coping strategy against the demands they face at work.  For the participants, prayer, strong 
belief in God, and engaging in spiritual activities, such as journal keeping and meditation, 
were key coping strategies.  These rituals were identified by the respondents and are 
illustrated below. When asked how she dealt with the demands she faced, Respondent 1 
responded as follows: 
Umm meditation, I’ve got my journals, I’ve got my bible, I’ve got my family members 
who are very spiritual. I phone them often and tell them that I’ve got this problem.  
Respondent 2 supported this notion and indicated the importance of belief in God:  
I don’t know what to do. It’s something that I grew up with. Also my husband it has 
been the same thing in his family.  So when we met we both loved God and we are 
growing together. So that is how we want to raise our child. 
Respondent 3 further supported the notion and highlighted that: 
I’m a firm believer in Jesus Christ, and um I wear this (points to bangle) that the joy of 
the Lord is my strength and I do not try to cope on my own. I don’t have the ability to 
cope.  There are things that seem petty yet they are important to the next person so 
again I keep on going back to the source of my strength and the guardian of my heart, 
Jesus Christ.  I cannot sit and say this is how I do it.  I pray and the peace of the Lord 
is really impacting. The joy. He gives us courage.  Whenever I feel my joy is being 
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destroyed he gives us back that courage.  It’s not about me it’s about Jesus Christ, 
that’s how I cope.  
       Brink and de La Rey (2001) support the importance of spiritual activities in the coping 
of African women. As the results of their study in the South African context found, 
religious affiliation and belief in God helped black South African women cope in the 
workplace.   
5.1.4. Conclusion  
       This chapter discussed the findings of the current study.  The findings were verified 
against existing literature and research in the field.  A number of themes emerged from the 
study and included the work context of the African female managers, supportive factors, 
managerial strategies utilized by the respondents and coping strategies. The themes that 
emerged indicated that the women use a number of personal and systemic strategies to 
cope with the challenges they experienced at work.  
       The following chapter provides conclusions of the study, limitations of the study, and 
recommend suggestions for future research.   
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CHAPTER SIX 
6. Conclusions, Limitations, and Recommendations for Future Research 
6.1. Chapter Preview  
       The aim of the current study was to explore and describe the coping strategies of 
African female middle managers in the manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan area.  The researcher pursued this aim through conducting qualitative 
research.  The previous chapters detailed the rationale for the study, theoretical context for 
the study; literature reviewed prior to conducting the study, and discussed the findings of 
the current study. 
       The current chapter provides the conclusions to the study, the limitations of the study, 
and recommendations for future research in the field.   
6.1.1. Conclusions  
       The findings of the study indicated that the individual participants are embedded in 
several interrelated systems.  This became evident in the participants’ account of their 
work context and their coping.  In their explanation of both the experiences and the 
supportive factors, the participants considered their relationships with various systems.       
The findings indicated that in their work context, the African women managers face male 
domination that is associated with sexism and racism. Discrimination was highlighted as 
prevalent and the participants were expected to perform at superior levels compared to 
their white counterparts.  The participants did not receive adequate support from their 
female counterparts and this led to feelings of isolation.     
       As the relationships and interactions within the systems lead to hindrances, the 
systems further support each other in the study.  The findings suggest that female 
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colleagues, provide support although the support is not adequate. Marital relationships, 
childcare services, and extended families enable the African women managers to cope.    
The findings indicated that African female middle managers value empowering others.  
These findings highlight the confidence of these women in themselves and their abilities as 
they advocate empowering subordinates to reach their level as managers.  The findings 
suggest that African women managers do not leave anything unsaid, especially concerning 
areas that they are unhappy about.  These women deal with issues head on and this is not 
done aggressively, the women practise assertiveness whereby they indicate their feelings 
without hampering the feelings of others.   
       Spirituality was found to be of importance in the coping of African female managers.  
The findings indicate that these women utilised prayer, journaling, meditation and God as 
coping strategies against the hindrances of their work.  Coping strategies identified in the 
findings include an array of methods that have been indicated above.   
       The participants indicated the importance of modifying their own activities in order to 
cope; this involves understanding the people around them, modifying their own 
behaviours, empowering the subordinates.  All this is done to enable smooth functioning.  
This means that structural role definition was more important; followed by personal role 
definition, where the participants change their expectations of roles.   
6.1.2. Limitations  
       Creswell (1994) states that limitations serve to identify potential weak points in the 
study.  Creswell further states that in qualitative research, in discussing limitations, the 
researcher should highlight areas such as the central assumptions of the study, the selection 
of research participants, the researcher’s own prejudices, and biases. 
       The research methodology utilised in the study had a number of limitations.  The 
researcher used a non-random method of sampling and this meant that not everyone who 
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met the criteria for inclusion had an equal opportunity for taking part in the study.  
Neuman (2003) indicates that the use of non-random sampling by qualitative researchers 
gives testament to the fact that this kind of research cannot be seen to be representative.  
Non-probability sampling meant the findings could not be generalised.  Neuman (2003) 
indicates that qualitative researchers are not concerned with ensuring equal opportunities 
for potential participants, their concern is rather with getting participants who are relevant 
to the topic.   
       The type of sampling used in the study was snowballing, and Neuman (2003) indicates 
that in this type of sampling, although the participants may not know each other, they are 
linked by direct or indirect linkages to the whole.  Two of the three participants work in the 
automotive industry.  Although the participants do not work for the same company or 
service the same customers, they both work in the automotive sector. 
       This affects the richness of the findings; ideally the participants should have been from 
different sectors in the manufacturing industry. This would have allowed for richer data 
detailing coping strategies of African women managers in the manufacturing industry.    
       Furthermore, the sample size was very limited.  One of the reasons for that was the 
difficulty in identifying participants, as the population is limited.  The researcher worked 
against a tight time schedule, as the study formed part of a qualification towards an 
academic degree that carried specific timelines. 
       Literature regarding the field of coping by African women in management is limited 
due to the lack of research in the area.  This meant that there were few local studies done in 
the area which resulted in reliance on the demographic characteristics of the respondents.  
For example, research on black female nurses in South Africa was used to verify some of 
the findings.   
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       The participants were all in the same stage of development.  Their age range is 
between 30 and 35 and all of them are married with small children.  It would have been 
beneficial for the study to examine whether single, middle-aged or another age range of 
women, perhaps divorced participants, would have had different experiences to those of 
the participants.    
       One limitation concerning data collection was the use of different settings for 
interviewing.  Upon contacting research participants all the participants indicated that they 
had tight schedules and had limited time available to meet the researcher for interviewing.  
Two of the participants could only meet the researcher during working hours in their 
offices.  This influenced the information shared during the interviews, as there were a 
number of distractions.  In one instance an interviewee indicated she could not share 
certain things as she was in her place of employment and someone may walk in at any time 
during the interview.  The third participant chose to meet the researcher in a public place, a 
coffee shop. 
       This interview was different from the rest as the participant spoke freely and was not 
constantly looking at her watch or worrying that an employee may walk in on the 
interview.   Ideally, all interviews should have been carried out in a setting as free from 
distractions as possible.   
       A number of limitations have been mentioned above and these may have limited the 
richness of the data.  It is important to note that despite the limitations mentioned above it 
is the researcher’s opinion that the study added to the knowledge regarding coping 
strategies by African women managers in the manufacturing industry.  The following 
section will address recommendations for further research in the field.  
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6.1.3. Recommendations for Future Research  
       One of the major limitations of the study mentioned in the section above is limited 
generalization to the population of African women managers in general, for a number of 
reasons, as mentioned above.   It is clear that African female managers are hard to reach.  
In order to reach the population in the future, contact could be made with companies 
directly by asking for participants instead of using word-of-mouth as potential participants 
declined involvement due to the nature of their jobs.  Potential participants were managers 
and they had concerns regarding revealing confidential company information in the 
interview. 
       Some participants indicated that they signed confidentiality agreements with their 
employers and viewed the kind of a research as a possible infringement of those 
agreements.  Secondly, future researchers should contact bodies such as the Black 
Management Forum, and Business Women’s Association to identify potential participants.   
Although the study explored the coping strategies of participants, all the participants 
shared their experiences of being in middle management positions.  Research in the area of 
understanding experiences of African women managers in the South African context is 
limited. 
       The study highlighted a number of barriers faced by the participants in their context.  
Further research is needed in this regard in order to devise measures of quantifying the 
demands and the coping strategies of African managers in the workplace.   
       The current study researched African women in management.  It is important to 
understand African women who occupy lower levels of employment.  Research should not 
be limited to Africans only, but it should also be extended to other marginalised women in 
the workplace for example, Coloured, Chinese and Indian women. The participants were 
all from one cultural groups, all the participants were African. It could have been useful 
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including women from other sectors of the population that have been previously 
marginalised, for example Asian, Chinese, and Coloured women. 
       Research on the comparison of experiences of coping by African men and African 
women managers is needed as this would enrich the extant empirical research in this 
regard.  It would add to the area of African managers and enrich the data as the research 
would not be limited to African women only who may have different experiences from 
their male counterparts.  
6.1.4. Conclusion  
       My involvement in the study began in late 2006 when I identified the topic of study 
and contacted a research supervisor.  Reviewing the literature, deciding on the focal area of 
the study, collecting and analysing data, were some of the many aspects of the journey that 
made the process humbling, frustrating, and at times empowering, for me too, as an 
African woman.   
       A number of things became apparent as a result of the study and these are as follows: 
research in the area is very limited and this creates challenges for researchers researching 
the area.  A number of researchers report on research on women in general and use those 
findings and apply them to women of colour also.   
       These women look at their personal resources before venturing into the outside world 
to deal with the many challenges of work and life that they face.  It is hoped that this study 
will inspire researchers to venture further into research regarding the coping strategies by 
African women managers in order to assist various professions, including psychology and 
management to better understand and deal with these marginalised but strong African 
women.  
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APPENDIX A: Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University Research Ethics Committee 
Consent Form. 
 
 
 
NELSON MANDELA METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY 
INFORMATION AND INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
Title of the research 
project 
Coping strategies of African women managers in the 
manufacturing industry in the Nelson Mandela metropolitan area. 
Reference number  
Principal investigator Ncedisa Mayeko 
Address 
 
 
Postal Code 
Psychology Clinic, Summerstrand South Campus 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University  
Port Elizabeth  
6031 
Contact telephone number 041 504 2330 
 
A. DECLARATION BY OR ON BEHALF OF PARTICIPANT 
 (Person legally competent to give consent on behalf of the participant) 
 
Initial 
I, the participant and the 
undersigned  
I.D. number  
of the participant 
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Address (of participant) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A.1 I HEREBY CONFIRM AS FOLLOWS: 
 
I,  
 
the participant, was invited to participate in the above-mentioned research project 
that is being undertaken by  Ncedisa Mayeko                         
of the Department of  
 
in the Faculty of 
 of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University. 
 
Psychology  
Health Sciences  
2. The following aspects have been explained to me, the participant: 
 
2.1 Aim:  The investigators are studying:    Coping strategies of African 
women middle managers in the manufacturing industry the Nelson 
Mandela metropolitan area.    
 
 The information will be used to/for:  
Towards a Magister Artium Clinical Psychology treatise. 
 
 
2.2 Procedures:  I understand that 
         The researcher will make use of an audio-recorder and that only the 
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researcher, research supervisor, co-supervisor and data analyst will have 
access to the audio-recorder material.  
 
2.3 Risks: 
As a result of my participation in this study, difficult issues may arise, 
should such issues arise the researcher will refer me to the University 
Psychology Clinic for psychotherapy.  It is my responsibility to inform the 
researcher should such issues arise.  
 
 
2.4 Possible benefits:  As a result of my participation in this study I will not 
receive any incentives.   My involvement in the study will inform 
knowledge about African women in management.  
 
 
2.5 Confidentiality:  My identity will not be revealed in any discussion,          
description or scientific publications by the researcher.  
 
 
2.6 Access to findings:  Any new information/or benefit that develops during 
the course of the study will be shared as follows: Each participant will be 
contacted and the information will either be hand-delivered, e-mailed or 
faxed to them.  The researcher will then discuss any matters arising from 
the information with each participant.  
 
 
2.7 Voluntary participation/refusal/discontinuation:   
 
 My participation is voluntary 
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 My decision whether or not to 
participate will in no way affect 
my present or future 
employment/lifestyle 
 
 YES  NO 
 TRUE  FALSE 
 
3. The information above was explained to me/the participant by 
 
 
 in  
 
 and I am in command of this language 
  
 
 I was given the opportunity to ask questions and all these questions were 
answered satisfactorily. 
 
Afrikaans  English  Xhosa  Other  
 
 
 
4. No pressure was exerted on me to consent to participation and I understand 
that I may withdraw at any stage without penalisation. 
 
 
 
5. Participation in this study will not result in any additional cost to myself. 
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A.2 I HEREBY VOLUNTARILY CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE 
ABOVE-MENTIONED PROJECT  
 
 Signed/confirmed at  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature or right thumb 
print of participant 
 
 
 
Signature of witness 
 
 
 
Full name of witness 
 
 on  20 
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B. STATEMENT BY OR ON BEHALF OF INVESTIGATOR 
I,……………………………………
………………………………………
……………………………….…………declare that 
-  I have explained the information given in this 
document to 
 
  
-          she was encouraged and given ample time                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
to ask me any questions; 
- this conversation was    conducted in  
 
 and no translator was used  
 
 I have detached Section D and handed it to the participant  
 
 Signed/confirmed at  
    
 
 
 YES  NO 
 on  20 
Afrikaans  English  Xhosa  Other  
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D.    IMPORTANT MESSAGE TO PARTICIPANT 
Dear participant 
 
Thank you for your participation in this study.  Should, at any time during the study: 
 
- an emergency arise as a result of the research, or 
- you require any further information with regard to the study 
           Contact the researcher on the number below. 
 Kindly contact  
 
at telephone number 
  
Ncedisa Mayeko 
072 889 9910 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature of 
interviewer 
 
 
Signature of witness 
 
 
Full name of witness 
